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Introduction

1
How to Solve a Problem Like Cy:
Twombly’s Tumbles Through History
It is a gift of such magnificence that it will take a while for
America and the world to become fully conscious of it.
– Dominique de Menil1

With her inaugural address for the Cy Twombly Gallery on February 10, 1995,
Schlumberger heiress Dominique de Menil emphasized that viewers would eventually
view this new museum as a cultural landmark unlike any other in the United States.
Located across the street from the Menil Collection, the Cy Twombly Gallery assembled
one of the world’s largest collections of works by the artist Cy Twombly in the museum
district of Houston, Texas.2 Showcasing masterpieces of Twombly’s oeuvre, this building
epitomizes the artist’s career from his start in the early 1950s until 1994.
Twombly eludes easy classification in any artistic framework. Spending six
decades creating art on both sides of the Atlantic, Twombly and his oeuvre often exist in
a liminal space: not quite American enough as someone raised in Lexington, Virginia and
not quite European enough as someone who primarily lived in Italy after age 29.
Therefore, creating a gallery devoted to Twombly’s work was a complicated task, to say
the least. Even de Menil once admitted that Twombly was “not an easy artist. He goes
against the grain. He just scribbles and things come to his mind—and he constantly is the

1
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opposite of a teacher who—bang, bang, bang, gives dates.”3 With one of his most
sympathetic supporters emphasizing the complexity of his art, Twombly’s aesthetics
would always confound the general art-viewing public.
This idea of Twombly creating art through ‘just scribbling’ also provided the
impetus for curator Kirk Varnedoe’s 1994 article in MoMA, the Museum of Modern Art
magazine. While Varnedoe acknowledged that modern and contemporary art uses
esoteric examples (like Twombly’s paintings) to create a club of art professionals more
focused on recondite themes (he used ‘pocketed associations’ to describe this general
idea, this essay will use the more general ‘art world’ to signify the gallery-critic-museum
complex that both creates and answers many of the questions in modern and
contemporary art), he claimed Twombly’s work emblematizes one of the canonical
criticisms against modernism in the visual arts: a lack of skill. In defense of paintings like
Twombly’s 1968 Untitled (New York City) (1968, fig. 1), Varnedoe proclaimed:
“This is just scribbles—my kid could do it.” That kind of
remark, often directed at Cy Twombly’s paintings and
drawings, echoes one of the classic protests against modern
art. It asserts that what is being touted as specially talented
is in fact only something commonplace, which requires no
skill and therefore merits no respect. 4
While de Menil and Varnedoe referred primarily to the perceived simplicity of
Twombly’s paintings, the Cy Twombly Gallery also showcases his sculpture. The
entrance of the building places a sole focus on his work Winter’s Passage: Luxor (1985,
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fig. 2). This diminutive brass casting appropriates the forms of ancient Egyptian boats but
approximates the materiality of modern-day refuse. Although anyone could say these
constructions are child-like, Twombly carefully manufactured these works “as inquiries
into sculpture as a viable postwar medium.”5 With his interest in creating bodies of work
in different media, discussing the entirety of Twombly’s output remains a difficult task.
To dive into specificity for historical context and critical conversations, Twombly’s
engagement with painting as a medium will be the primary focus, with his works on
paper playing a supporting role. This choice does not aim to denigrate his work in
sculpture or photography but rather investigate his painting career in more detail. 6
According to Menil Collection curator Paul Winkler, the Cy Twombly Gallery “is
the ideal space for his art” because it echoes many of the dualities found in Twombly’s
paintings.7 Winkler noted the sense of stability from the building’s architecture formed a
counterpoint to the “fleeting nature” of Twombly’s primary subject: the passage of time. 8
Yet the design of the building itself also highlights the passage of time. With a structural
blueprint of the gallery (fig. 3), one can roughly follow the path of Twombly’s painting
career. With the entrance opening to Room Ten and Room Two featuring a selection of
sculptures, Rooms Three, Four, and Five follow Twombly’s development from 1954 to
1961, stressing his initial art career in New York City and his migration to Rome in 1957.

5

Kate Nesin, Cy Twombly’s Things (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014), 14.
For an in-depth look at his sculptural practice, read Kate Nesin, Cy Twombly’s Things, 2014. For an
exploratory essay into his photographic practice, read Laszlo Glozer, “Twombly,” from Cy Twombly:
Photographs 1951-2007, 2008.
7
Winkler, “Just About Perfect: A Recollection,” 25.
8
Winkler, 25.
6

4
Rooms Six, Seven, and Eight showcase Twombly’s art in his role as an internationally
successful artist from 1985 to 1994. For example, Room Seven showcases his series of
nine untitled Green Paintings, a critical success at the 43rd Venice Biennale in 1988.
After completing the circuit of the gallery spaces, all that remains is Room One,
the inner sanctum of the Cy Twombly Gallery. While the other rooms neglect to exhibit
any paintings made between 1962 and 1984, this space summarizes his work from 1966
to 1971. With Piano creating the other rooms to allow for diffused natural lighting, this
central chamber primarily uses spotlights to focus viewers on the three monumental
paintings on the walls: Untitled (New York City) (1967, fig. 4), Untitled (Rome) (1970,
fig. 5), and Untitled (Rome) (1971, fig. 6). These huge gray canvases of white lines differ
strongly from what came before, such as Room Five’s Bay of Naples (1961, fig. 7), and
what came after, such as Analysis of the Rose as Sentimental Despair, part III in Room
Six (1985, fig. 8). Despite a whole building devoted to contextualizing Twombly’s
career, this alcove remains detached from the rest of his oeuvre.
However, even with this disconnect, these gray paintings have come to represent a
unique peak in Twombly’s career: the Chalkboard series. While not an initial critical
smash success, this series of predominantly monumental paintings allowed Twombly to
evolve into a titan of modern art. Although the Chalkboard series only contains 139
works from a five-year period of Twombly’s career, cultural institutions of the highest
caliber have acquired paintings from this series. Art audiences in the United States can
find these works in all four of Manhattan’s primary art museums (the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, the Museum of Modern Art, the Whitney Museum of American Art, and
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the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum), the National Gallery in Washington, D.C., the
Menil Collection in Houston, the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles, the
Philadelphia Museum of Art, and the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, among
others. Internationally, this series represents Twombly’s oeuvre at the Centre Pompidou
in Paris, the Museum Brandhorst in Munich, the Collezione Maramotti in Reggio Emilia,
Italy, and the Kawamura Memorial Museum in Sakura, Japan.
As museums have tried to collect these works, private collectors have sought
them as well, driving up their value at auction. Works by very few artists reach prices in
above fifty million dollars, but with Twombly, only his Chalkboard series can achieve
such a figure. In November 2014, an auction at Christie’s in New York brought
$69,605,000 for Untitled (Rome) (1970, fig. 9), only to be outdone a year later when
Sotheby’s auctioned Untitled (New York City) (1968, fig. 10) for $70,530,000.9 These
institutional successes for Twombly underscore why this series has been and remains a
crucial portion of his oeuvre.
Making the success of the Chalkboard series even more unusual is Twombly’s
relative omission from American art history. In his canonical writings on American art
following World War II, historian Irving Sandler lacked any mention of Twombly’s work
in his surveys of the New York art world. 10 While art historians who specialize in modern
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art may recognize Twombly’s paintings (usually the Chalkboard series), non-specialists
and the average American alike may have zero knowledge on the artist. Typically, market
success spurs public interest in an artist’s work, causing artists from Mark Rothko to Jeff
Koons to become household names.
However, Twombly remains an esoteric presence in American art history. Most
scholarship on the artist is monographic, keeping him and his art in isolation from
societal forces. When scholarship relates him to other artists, it tends to focus on his
friendships with Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg. Art historian Thomas Crow once
wrote that “there is probably no more decisive relationship for the history of postwar
American art than the one that” these three artists formed in the 1950s.11 However,
because this triangular network has served as the primary paradigm for Twombly’s
connection to New York, there is a lack of scholarship that would place Twombly firmly
in American art history of the postwar moment.
Recently, scholars have found more social connections between Twombly and his
artistic sphere. Both the French art historian Richard Leeman’s 2005 seminal monograph
Cy Twombly and American professor Mary Jacobus’s 2016 literary history Reading Cy
Twombly: Poetry in Paint casually mention other artists from New York, yet neither of
these projects would merit comparisons between Twombly’s paintings and the works of

and Sculptors of the Fifties, 1978; American Art of the 1960s, 1988; and Art of the Postmodern Era: From
the Late 1960s to the Early 1990s, 1996.
11
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Jasper Johns to Jeff Koons: Four Decades of Art from the Broad Collections, by Stephanie Barron and
Lynn Zelevansky (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2001), 45.
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his contemporaries.12 Intervening in this neglected space, a comparison of Twombly’s
artistic practice with a number of American artists, such as Jackson Pollock, Philip
Guston, Frank Stella, Brice Marden, and Julian Schnabel, would showcase both the
unique nature of his artistic practices and the connections between his work and more
emblematically ‘American’ painters. In doing so, these comparisons lay the foundation
for future scholarship on Twombly and American art.
With the Cy Twombly Gallery exhibiting only three paintings from 1962 to 1984,
this examination of Twombly’s career features his evolution in these crucial two decades.
With the Chalkboard series at its core, this monograph supplies a critical analysis based
firmly in an art historical framework previously missing from scholarship on Cy
Twombly. Chapter One will review the artist’s work Nine Discourses on Commodus
(1963) and how its 1964 exhibition clashed with the prevailing attitudes towards art of
New York art critics. As Twombly’s first New York exhibition after his emigration, the
nine canvases of this cycle signified the art of an American expatriate in Europe. Given
the American chauvinism towards Europe in the postwar era, Twombly faced a massive
critical backlash for this exhibition. During his time in Rome, the artist missed a rapid
shift in the taste of the New York art world. Comparing Twombly’s paintings to the work
of Frank Stella will highlight how far removed Twombly became from discussions of
American modernism. Using the critical framework devised by Clement Greenberg and
his protégé Michael Fried to discuss American painting in the 1960s, this chapter will
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examine how Twombly’s Nine Discourses on Commodus could never have found success
in 1964 New York.
Chapter Two will provide a dissection of the Chalkboard series, illuminating what
Twombly created between 1966 and 1971. Historically, the Chalkboard series has
mystified the art world simply because most viewers are unable to explicate any meaning.
In conjunction with the repetitive nature of its imagery, this series lacks any pressing
desire to be examined. However, as the central fulcrum of Twombly’s career, an in-depth
evaluation of the complexities of the Chalkboard series would allow for a greater
discernment for how these paintings connect to the rest of his oeuvre. Given how
institutionally valuable these paintings have become, this chapter will provide a detailed
overview of this series in an attempt to clarify these exemplars of twentieth-century art.
Finally, Chapter Three will probe the role the Chalkboard series played in
Twombly’s Whitney Museum of American Art’s 1979 mid-career retrospective and how
Twombly figured into the simultaneous ‘painting revival,’ en vogue in New York and
western Europe. With the Chalkboard series as its example of Twombly’s most mature
painting style, the Whitney Museum staked the claim for Twombly as an American artist.
Opening just after a New York gallery show of his most recent cycle, critics deemed
Twombly’s exhibitions a (mostly) triumphant success. Also occurring in 1979, Julian
Schnabel’s New York debut prominently proclaimed the revival of painting. Later in this
same zeitgeist, the immense 1981 exhibition A New Spirit in Painting provided a survey
of painters reinvigorating the medium, including both Twombly and Schnabel. All of
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these events helped Twombly’s paintings gain access to the pantheon of late-twentiethcentury art: the Charles Saatchi collection.
By tracing Twombly’s career from the low of 1964 to the highs of the early
1980s, this thesis argues that the Chalkboard series provided the crucial turn for Cy
Twombly’s reputation. Due to the interdisciplinary dimensions of his artistic practices,
scholarship about Twombly tends to make greater thematic claims about his career as a
whole. While this practice provides the field with a larger source base on the artist, this
habit has left some large holes in the historiography of Cy Twombly. Given the centrality
of the Chalkboard series to his career, the lack of a purely art historical treatment of the
paintings feels to many like an oversight. Additionally, placing any artist into the context
of Greenbergian modernism of the 1960s and the art world of the 1980s is a fraught task,
due to the stakes involved. The field’s near-total rejection of Greenberg’s ideology means
that reconstructing the formalist critiques of the 1960s requires a huge commitment to
primary sources. Meanwhile, the fragile politics of art from the 1980s means that many
important yet controversial artists lack academic treatments of their work, such as the
near excision of Julian Schnabel from American scholarship. By balancing all of these
demands, this thesis showcases Twombly’s career in painting and highlights him among
his American peers like no other publication has before.

Chapter One

10
Nine Discourses on Commodus:
Cy Twombly and American Modernism

And what is it that you do?
-Jackson Pollock to Cy Twombly 1
Having asked this question each of the four times the two artists met in 1956,
Jackson Pollock, the titan of American painting, interrogated the young Cy Twombly’s
artistic practice. As Life magazine once rhetorically wondered “is he the greatest living
painter in the United States?,” Pollock reached a level of acclaim that was unparalleled
for an American painter. 2 The next generation of artists in New York had to find a way
beyond Pollock’s innovations of the drip paintings.
Facing Pollock’s archetypal drip paintings like One: Number 31, 1950 (1950, fig.
11), Twombly made the choice to substitute the brush for a pencil. By 1955, Twombly’s
canvases were large expanses of a white (or, rarely, black) painted ground. The artist then
used a pencil to draw and etch lines into the canvas. Art historian Rosalind Krauss
examined this phase of Twombly’s work as a rejection of Pollock’s drip paintings
through the inherent violence of graffito. 3 By defacing the canvas with pencil as opposed
to paint, Twombly’s markings trespassed into painting in a way that Pollock never
challenged. As a prime example, Academy (1955, fig. 12) is a white canvas covered in
pencil markings. On the cusp of legibility, the artist clearly etched ‘fuck’ in pencil in the

1

Nicholas Cullinan, “American-Type Painting?,” in Cy Twombly: Cycles and Seasons, ed. Nicholas Serota
(London: Tate Publishing, 2008), 55.
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August 8, 1949, 42.
3
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center of the bottom of the canvas. With Abstract Expressionism transitioning from
avant-garde to academic painting by the mid-1950s, the juxtaposition of the title and the
negative connotations from the canvas exhibit Twombly’s clear antagonism to the
established painting practices of the time.
In the year after Twombly’s four conversations with Jackson Pollock, everything
changed dramatically. Pollock’s sudden death in August 1956 left an enormous hole in
the New York art world. By January 1957, in one of the many articles that summarized
the state of art post-Pollock, art critic Alfred Frankfurter placed Twombly as a possible
heir to Pollock, writing about the similar emotional releases in both painters’ works. 4 The
next month, Twombly went to Italy, initially as a vacation, but Rome would soon become
his primary residence. While Twombly would travel regularly across the Atlantic, he
primarily showed his paintings in Europe, gaining continental popularity after his 1958
gallery show in Milan. He failed to mirror this European success in the United States, due
to his rocky transition from the Stable Gallery to the Castelli Gallery. After a small show
in New York in 1960, many art viewers expected Twombly’s spring 1964 exhibition to
showcase how a young American had exported the virtues of the New York School to the
Old World. However, after viewing Twombly’s cycle of paintings Nine Discourses on
Commodus, the consensus quickly became that Twombly had adapted to European
painting styles, a demotion in the eyes of New Yorkers. This turn of events completely
halted the momentum of Twombly’s career in the United States. Nine Discourses on

4
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Commodus was an ambitious program for the young painter, yet the oversized
unfavorable criticism often failed to engage with the canvases themselves. Instead, art
critics instinctively compared Twombly solely to their aspirational views for painting.
Therefore, when examined thoroughly, the negative reaction of Cy Twombly’s cycle
Nine Discourses on Commodus stemmed from Twombly’s rejection of New York’s
purely formal artistic aims for modernism.
Nine canvases comprise the Nine Discourses on Commodus (1963, fig. 13) cycle,
each roughly six-and-a-half feet high and four feet wide. The background of each canvas
is the same light gray, creating the visual effect of one continuous scene. The cycle
begins with the first panel (fig. 13a) and its quasi-imposition of order. Two whorls of
primarily white paint intertwine in the middle of a six-by-thirteen grid drawn in pencil.
The top of the grid connects to symmetrical number lines on each side of the canvas. One
whorl slightly overextends the grid, but the overall composition appears balanced and
tranquil. As the series progresses, the whorls become more chaotic and the white
transforms into reds, oranges, and yellows. Additionally, some canvases display
Twombly’s propensity to place clumps of paint directly onto his canvases, with the fourth
canvas (fig. 13d) introducing the two solid black daubs at the bottom of the image. This
transition from smooth to textured canvases mirrors the overall pandemonium as the
whorls chaotically move to the top of the canvas. The latter canvases of the cycle (figs.
13f-g) introduce ovaloid pencil drawings above the whorls, partially painted white and
green. Finally, the cycle ends with an emphasis on the transformation of the whorls,
turning a dark red in the eighth canvas (fig. 13h) and then yellow gold as the whorls rise
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to the top of the final canvas (fig. 13i). Overall, the canvases in this cycle are the same
size and feature similar expressionist brushstrokes, while the differences in color and
texture visually suggest the unfolding of a narrative.
As the title suggests, this cycle of abstractions summarizes the story of the Roman
emperor Commodus. Coronated to rule with his father in 176AD, Commodus’s early
reign was tranquil until his sister Lucilla orchestrated an assassination attempt in 183. 5
After that failed plot, Commodus killed his political enemies, assumed the title Roman
Hercules and entered the Colosseum as a gladiator. This turn of events cemented
Commodus’s metamorphosis into one of the most violent and nonsensical emperors in
Roman history, eschewing the traditional responsibilities of rulership and indulging his
own fantasies. By December 31, 192, his servants hired a wrestler to kill the emperor, as
they were afraid for their lives.
While abstract paintings would not illustrate these events, the evolution from
small white whorls to massive stains of red mirror Commodus’s proclivity towards
violence after the initial attempt on his life. Small details confirm the similarities between
the title and its historical forebearer. In the second canvas of the work (fig. 13b), the
numbered line drawn on the left edge of the canvas is next to the word “Lucilla,” also
drawn in pencil and then scratched out. The sixth and seventh canvases (figs. 13f-g) have
laurels similar to those of Roman gladiators, emblematizing the emperor’s Herculean
phase. Finally, the fundamental shift from red to yellow between the last two canvases
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(figs. 13h-i) represents Commodus’s apotheosis. When emperors died in ancient Rome,
they became divine, mirroring the gold in Twombly’s painting.
Nine Discourses on Commodus reflects on the historical connection between
violence and power. Despite the parallels between the story of Commodus and the details
of Nine Discourses on Commodus, the most important aspect of Twombly’s paintings is
its visual descent into chaos. Commodus, the first Roman emperor raised from birth to
rule, had every advantage in life, yet once paranoia entered his reign, violence shook
Rome to its very core. An assassinated emperor would have had particular resonance
when Twombly painted this work in December 1963. As the world pondered the
shocking assassination of President Kennedy, Nine Discourses on Commodus was
Twombly’s own attempt to allegorize the historical moment.
While Nine Discourses on Commodus responded to the specific environment of
late 1963, this ensemble was a monumental version of Twombly’s early European
aesthetic. His paintings from 1958 to 1964 all share the same general formal
characteristics: a neutral background with scribbles and symbols painted and drawn
throughout. An early example of one of these neutral works is his Garden of Sudden
Delight to Hieronymus Bosch (1960, fig. 14). Given this painting’s white canvas and
chaotic scribbling, one can clearly see how this aesthetic could evolve to Nine Discourses
on Commodus. When shown at the Castelli Gallery in New York in 1960, art critic
Martica Sawin described Twombly’s aesthetic as “genuinely diverting” and wrote of
these works:
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“Generous expanses of canvas have been alternately pelted
with lumps of whitish paint and scrawled on with a soft
pencil, seemingly at random. Numbers, doodles, a few
literary refences, occasional crayon lines, scumbles of
creamy paint, scribbles and scratches are intermingles in
studied disorder.”6
Although not an exact match to Twombly’s later Nine Discourses on Commodus
cycle, it shares a light-neutral ground and a propensity for pencil-drawn scribbles and
literary references. However, by April 1964, almost no one would find Twombly’s
paintings to be amusing. (Stuart Preston at The New York Times posited that the ensemble
“has a delightful innocence about it that holds harsh criticism at bay,” which is the only
review of Nine Discourses on Commodus to not contain harsh criticism. 7) When the
Castelli Gallery showed the cycle that March, Donald Judd simply wrote “there isn’t
anything to the paintings” and described the exhibition as a whole as “this fiasco.” 8
Michael Fried took a slightly different view, contending that the canvases “are arch,
satisfied with their own cosmetic prettiness, and about as mannered as they can get.”9
While Judd believed Twombly had aesthetically failed in general, Fried wrote that Nine
Discourses on Commodus had no aim at all.
These critical reviews kept coded what the New York art world believed
as whole: Twombly’s paintings felt too European to be good, similar to the contemporary
lyrical abstraction in Paris. Castelli described Nine Discourses on Commodus as both
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“not really very good” and “sort of Europeanized and precious,” equating the canvases’
lack of quality to their foreign nature.10 Castelli’s assistant Ivan Karp went one step
further, relating the paintings “to the School of Paris abstraction” and insisting that the
exhibition “was really a flamboyant French kind of show.”11 For this universally
lambasted gallery show, Karp’s insistent connection of Twombly’s work to French art
makes it clear that the series’ perceived European nature (as demonstrated by the
historical reference and Twombly’s Dubuffetesque handling of paint) was a factor in its
demise. In this light, Judd and Fried’s reviews take on an anti-European viewpoint as
well. According to curator Nicholas Cullinan, Judd’s use of the word ‘fiasco’ was meant
as an Italian-derived pejorative against Twombly’s work.12 In contrast, Fried’s
descriptors focused on the overelaborate style of Nine Discourses on Commodus, a
stylization similar to Castelli’s “precious” and Karp’s “flamboyant.” Combined, these
coded criticisms underscore that Nine Discourses on Commodus received such a negative
response for more potent reasons than Twombly’s painting skills: contemporary New
York believed Nine Discourses on Commodus was too foreign to have any merit.
Painting Twombly as a European bogeyman served as the perfect metaphor for an
art world eager to prove its own strength. Art in New York had reached a cosmopolitan
nature only shortly after World War II, so by the early 1960s, Americans were
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consciously building a strong foundation to ensure the longevity of New York’s new
privileged status in modern art. By denigrating Nine Discourses on Commodus as simply
different, New York’s art critics recentered their own thoughts on artistic discourse.
Twombly’s European lifestyle included marrying Tatiana Franchetti, a member of the
Italian elite, and living in a Roman palazzo. During the postwar era, where common
perceptions involved positing America’s egalitarian nature against Europe’s aristocratic
one, an artist who so perfectly fit the American conception of Europe allowed New
Yorkers to make a bigger statement about the state of trans-Atlantic culture.13 With these
reviews smoothing over the differences between Twombly’s work and European abstract
painting, the New York art world clearly used Twombly’s paintings to make a much
larger point.
To better perceive the eccentricity of Twombly’s aesthetic in early 1960s New
York, this milieu’s evolution of new painting styles must be more closely examined.
When Twombly left New York in 1957, Abstract Expressionism was still the premier
style. As art critic Clement Greenberg outlined in 1969, Abstract Expressionism’s sudden
fall from grace in early 1962 brought to the forefront art that appealed to the new
sensibilities of the 1960s: clear and explicit design, sharp lines, and flat color. 14
Reflecting on this transition, historian Irving Sandler wrote that “instead of the hot, dirty,
hand-made, direct-from-the-self look of fifties art, sixties art looked cool, clean,
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mechanistic, and distanced-from-the-self.”15 Although this development began in the
mid-1950s, the shift to these new artistic tendencies defined American art of the 1960s.
However, while Pop Art also illustrated this evolution, the accompanying discussions
about figuration and popular culture distract from the formal conversations that critiqued
Twombly so harshly. Therefore, the most apt style for comparison’s sake of these new
sensibilities is the hard-edge Post-Painterly Abstraction.
As the archetype of this new American style, Twombly’s contemporary Frank
Stella had a radically different reception than Nine Discourses on Commodus. He is an
important point of comparison to Twombly due to the similar timeline of their careers.
Twombly had reached a level of critical success in 1957 while Stella achieved artistic
fame in 1959, when the Museum of Modern Art acquired his work. By the early 1960s,
they both exhibited at the Castelli Gallery, meaning they had similar statures as
successful early-career artists.
Stella is an especially apt comparison because his January 1964 exhibition at the
Castelli Gallery was the solo show immediately preceding Twombly’s, so Stella’s
canvases had a similar primary audience as Nine Discourses on Commodus. This
exhibition showcased six of his Purple paintings. The Purple paintings all shared the
same basic formula: a geometric void at the center with the canvas mirroring the void and
named after one of his friends. For example, one exhibited work was a triangular canvas
with a triangular void in the center and titled Leo Castelli. The artist painted each canvas
with the same color, a “light purple paint with metallic particles suspended in it [which]
15
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had to be made to his specifications.”16 Made in the last months of 1963, Stella created
this series of purple canvases just before Twombly embarked on Nine Discourses on
Commodus.
Instead of the castigation critics gave to Twombly, Stella’s works received great
praise. In her Artforum review, art critic Lucy Lippard balanced the object-like qualities
of the works with their picturesque qualities: “they are about three inches deep, which
gives them a great weight and solidity, accented by the cut-out center, but at the same
time romanticized and dematerialized by the tinselly, theatrically lurid color.” 17 To
differentiate the value of the different works, Lippard compared the physical
characteristics of the shapes. For instance, she described Stella’s pentagonal Charlotte
Tokayer (1963, fig. 15) as “a beauty, with an implacable presence deriving from the nonstatic equilibrium of an asymmetrical form.” 18 By proclaiming “this exhibition is Stella’s
best so far,” Lippard praised Stella’s formal ingenuity, underscoring that Twombly’s
historical moralizing message would not have held the same appeal to art critics at the
time.19
While avant-garde art critics fawned over Stella’s latest work, not everyone
enjoyed the Purple paintings. Art critic Brian O’Doherty at The New York Times
lambasted Stella in his review “Frank Stella and the Crisis of Nothingness.” Starting with
“Frank Stella’s new paintings . . . are so much about nothing they turn lack of meaning
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into a thesis,” O’Doherty used this review of Stella’s exhibition to underscore the
paradox inherent to Stella’s art. 20 By claiming that a painting like Charlotte Tokayer was
“a perversion of the function of art by using its formal repertoire to deny the possibility of
feeling,” the critic allowed that Stella’s paintings participate in the formalist debates of
the period.21 However, the complete lack of meaning alienates the average viewer, which
O’Doherty believed was antithetical to good art. This review was a tirade against Stella’s
creative project. However, the critics at The New York Times, as a periodical for the
general population, did not follow the art world’s hegemonic tastes. Therefore, the
reviews at The New York Times failed to greatly affect the fate of artistic careers.
Providing Twombly with his only non-bad review and Stella with a horrible
review changed nothing because of the different audiences for the publications. For The
New York Times, its general readership wanted criticism that explored the quality of a
work and its meaning for those with little to no arts background. In contrast, arts
publications like Artforum had a specialized readership who wanted more critical
judgment. At the time, New York art critics were evaluating art based on Modernist
ideals. Therefore, The New York Times’s contrarian reviews lacked a major impact
against the unanimous opinions of the art publications. These critical reviews would have
been read by art world professionals, shaping their opinions on the artists in question. By
1964, The New York Times’s generalist reviews had zero influence as the art world was
entering the last stand of the Modernist project in painting.
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The same month that Twombly’s gallery show closed in New York, a museum
exhibition devoted to Greenbergian modernism of the mid-1960s opened at the Los
Angeles County Museum of Art. Curated by Greenberg, Post Painterly Abstraction
offered the critic the opportunity to showcase his thoughts on contemporary art. Opening
his catalog essay with a discussion on art historian Heinrich Wölfflin’s comparison
between art of the Renaissance and the Baroque art that followed, Greenberg presumed a
similar occurrence was happening during the twentieth century. 22 Abstract Expressionism
had devolved into mere imitations of de Kooning and Pollock, while newer artists had
reacted against these tendencies. In describing the processes of the newer style, he states
that as part of this reaction, artists on the vanguard of painting “shun thick paint and
tactile effects.”23 This small aside places Twombly and his Nine Discourses on
Commodus far from the newest style of painting. While Artforum editor-at-large John
Coplans described “long-awaited exhibition” from Greenberg as “a personal notion of
style” and what “the major ambitious art after Abstract Expressionism ought to look like,”
Greenberg’s position as an influential art critic imposed an importance onto his
documentation of “an authentically new episode in the evolution of contemporary art”
that far eclipsed any notion that Greenberg’s personal taste would not be worth
exhibiting.24
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With his Henry Garden (1963, fig. 16) in Greenberg’s Post Painterly Abstraction
exhibition, Stella’s Purple paintings perfectly illustrated this new painting style. The most
verbose exploration of Stella’s work in this mid-1960s Modernist lens came in the form
of Fried’s catalog essay for the Fogg Art Museum’s April 1965 exhibition Three
American Painters: Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski, Frank Stella. In his essay, Fried
explicitly relied on Greenbergian formal analysis to work through the major problems in
American art since the Second World War. In his in-depth look at Stella’s paintings,
Fried focused on Stella’s choices to echo the picture support as pictorial structure and to
use metallic paint to give his paintings an optical quality. 25 These artistic choices allow
Fried to declare Stella’s paintings “more exclusively formal in their concerns” than his
contemporaries, a complimentary comparison at the moment. 26 In this way, Stella’s
Purple paintings clearly epitomized the new look of American abstraction in the 1960s
while Twombly’s Nine Discourses on Commodus, which lacks any statement according
to Fried’s ideas of formalism, failed due to its apathy to New York’s critical climate.
Fried ended his essay with a discussion on the serial in modern painting. He
claimed that creating works in a series accomplishes two tasks: the artist’s solution to
formal problems makes more sense when illustrated repeatedly and the differences within
a series allow individual works to stand on their own.27 Therefore, modern painting
worked best, according to Fried’s idea of “mutual elucidation,” when made in serial
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form: the similarities elucidate the artistic vision when first exhibited, but the differences
allow each individual work to stand on its own merits. In practice, Fried’s hypothesis
claimed that Stella’s Charlotte Tokayer and Henry Garden work together to illustrate his
work with pictorial structure and opticality; by being shown together, the differing
polygonal nature of each canvas highlights the successful formal qualities of each
individual work. In contrast to the serial nature of Stella’s Purple paintings, Nine
Discourses on Commodus is a cycle of nine canvases, as each painting cannot stand by
itself. In his analysis, Fried stated that “the series, then, has become one of modernist
painting’s chief defenses against the risk of misinterpretation.”28 While the exhibition of
Twombly’s cycle failed due to a critical misunderstanding, Stella’s Purple paintings
proved that a series of autonomous paintings could stand to prove its own point.
With Nine Discourses on Commodus, Twombly displayed a marked difference
from what the New York art world believed to be the future of modernism. Formalist
critics deplored subject matter, so Stella’s Purple paintings received praise for its strictly
formal attributes. Even though Twombly’s nine canvases were abstract, his use of color
and his handling of paint gestured to the paranoid acts of political violence during the
reign of the Roman emperor Commodus as the world reflected on the Kennedy
assassination. Due to the privileged position of Post-Painterly Abstraction in the tastes of
New York in the 1960s, Nine Discourses on Commodus was always destined to fail. This
faux pas in Twombly’s career allowed the artist to reflect on two things: his own
aesthetic choices and seriality’s ability to clarify an artist’s message. Twombly would
28
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spend the next two years contemplating how to move forward from this setback.
Nevertheless, by 1966, Twombly would return to the New York painting scene with his
follow-up: the Chalkboard series.

Chapter Two

25
The Chalkboard Series

Standing at a height of about 79 inches with a width of 98 inches, Twombly’s
Untitled (Rome) (1966, fig. 17) is, by all measures, a monumental painting. Painted
almost three years after his series Nine Discourses on Commodus, Twombly had shifted
from the colorful whorls to lines of pure white. Scribbled with a Caran d’Ache wax
crayon, the five white lines of connected ovals float above the thin wash of gray oil-based
house paint.1 Describing a similar painting, art historian Robert Rosenblum wrote:
Twombly will return to what becomes for him, in this
domain of the most ephemeral daydreams, a recurrently
disciplinarian image, as if he were regaining control of his
meandering, spiderweb doodles, the better to liberate them
once again. This is the case in [Untitled (Rome), which
repeats] the obsessive rhythms of an archaic exercise in the
rudiments of cursive script, as if we were looking at the
archetype of all classroom blackboards on which a teacher
first taught us the principles of penmanship. Indeed, the
colours, or rather, non-colours – slate-grey and chalky
white – underscore this association, as does the sense of
approaching a ruled, horizontal order, as in a primitive
system of writing.2
In this reading, paintings like Untitled (Rome) act as a stand-in for graphic
language, forcing viewers to contemplate writing as a visual form. Rosenblum attributed
Twombly’s success to this musing on the human experience, stating “Twombly has
created his own universe of forms, a language of metaphoric wisps that not only plunge
us deeply into our own most primitive memories, but into the origins of history, myth,
1
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and civilisation.”3 While Rosenblum reflected on the entirety of Twombly’s oeuvre, this
analysis concerning the creation of culture remains apt for Untitled (Rome), the first
painting in Twombly’s Chalkboard series.4
The Chalkboard series is a visually diverse group of 139 paintings, yet
Twombly’s stylistic choices over a five-year period necessitate their grouping into one
coherent whole. Painted from 1966 to 1971, these works create a tabula rasa for
Twombly’s career after the 1964 exhibition of Nine Discourses on Commodus. Gone
were his abstract compositions of mythological and ancient histories. This series of work
features no clear subject matter, allowing viewers to focus on the formal elements of
Twombly’s canvases. First exhibited at the Leo Castelli Gallery in New York in October
1967, the Chalkboard series left an immediate impression on Twombly’s contemporaries.
In his review of the exhibition, critic Max Kozloff felt entranced, writing
nothing could be less arty, and yet everything about them—
the pentimenti, the double rhythms, the casual, immaterial
curves—is quite fastidious. ...Though it would be
impossible to say what this augurs for the future, I like very
much what we have been offered for the present. 5
However, by merely focusing on the formal elements of this series, art critics and
art historians alike have overlooked the broader themes of Twombly’s work. Utilizing
writing as the primary metaphor to understand the Chalkboard series is the predominant
trend in scholarship, yet this analysis falls flat when confronting some of the less-
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common works of the series. Therefore, instead of investigating how critics received the
paintings, this chapter illuminates how the artist conceptualized them. By examining the
materiality of the Chalkboard series and categorizing the paintings by concept, a greater
analytical framework that encompasses the entirety of the Chalkboard series can be
realized, highlighting this oft-mentioned yet esoteric period of Twombly’s oeuvre.
While understood as the collective whole of Twombly’s paintings from 1966 to
1971, this series features a heterogenous array of visual designs. Twombly explored some
of the motifs in the Chalkboard series during this entire era while he fixated on others in
brief yet intense bouts. To discuss the varying ideas found in the Chalkboard series, this
chapter analyzes five groups: the Treatise group (three paintings), the Calligraphic group
(twenty-one paintings), the Synopsis group (five paintings), the Venus group (seven
paintings), the Deluge group (thirty-two paintings), and the Portrait group (seven
paintings). While these categories account for most of the Chalkboard series, many of the
remaining paintings explore the same themes but lack a clear connection to the groups as
such. In Twombly’s works, some of his motifs are visual while others are thematic. This
semantic difference probes how some motifs feature paintings that look almost identical
and others feature paintings that look different but share a theoretical framework. These
differences underscore the disparate numbers of each type with some motifs rarer than
others.
Generally speaking, the works of the Chalkboard series are massive. With notable
exceptions, the majority of the series is taller than sixty inches; the largest painting has
the dimensions of 118-1/8” x 393-5/8”. The viewers are supposed to find themselves lost
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in the ground of the paintings, not to merely experience these works in passing. The
smaller canvases are overwhelmingly commissioned portraits, ovaloid tondi, and gifts, so
these paintings have a more modest height. However, given Twombly’s decades-long
oeuvre of monumental painting, these smaller works represent a unique shift from
Twombly’s massive creations.
Despite the turmoil of Twombly’s career in the mid-1960s, the Chalkboard series
is a remarkably consistent group in its materials. Each canvas has layers of oil-based
house paint and Caran d’Ache wax crayon drawn on top. Oil paint and lead pencil make
sporadic appearances in these paintings, implementing visual and textural changes into
Twombly’s basic formula. To create the gray background common in the series,
Twombly “used a sponge dipped in diluted bleach and applied it onto the entire surface
or in spots, . . . revealing what seemed like transparent veils of different textures” of the
surface.6 The only exception to this process is one painting, Untitled (New York City)
(1967, fig. 18), painted on metal as a gift to his friend David Whitney. Overall, unlike
other portions of Twombly’s career, this series is primarily optical, lacking the
materiality that often necessitates in-person viewings of his work.
When it comes to Twombly’s artistic process for the Chalkboard series, the
primary distinguishing feature is the location of creation. In fact, most of the untitled
works in the series are referred to by the city of their making, such as Untitled (Rome).
Started in his Roman palazzo in 1966, Twombly painted seventy-five works in the
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Chalkboard series in Rome and five works on the shores of Lake Bolsena. Given
Twombly’s love for the Mediterranean, it is notable that he painted one picture from the
series in the beachside Neapolitan town of Anacapri. In contrast to these paintings of
Italian origin, Twombly created fifty-eight of these paintings in New York. While the
reviews of Nine Discourses on Commodus had damaged his artistic reputation in the
United States, Twombly returned in 1965 and 1966 to draw and remain up to date on
American art. For these two years, he rented from Whitney a Midtown studio on 52nd
Street, where his drawings indicate an evolution towards the Chalkboard series. 7 Then,
beginning in 1967, he rented two larger studios (one on Canal Street and then one on the
Bowery), where he would paint the fifty-eight American works.8
Given the trans-Atlantic origins of these paintings, Twombly painted the
Chalkboard series as a European assessment on American abstraction. Although
Twombly began the series in the late 1960s, the innovations that Clement Greenberg
described in his 1955 treatise “American-Type Painting” still held its weight in
spotlighting some unique features in American painting. One of the many canvases that
illustrates Twombly’s ambiguities with Greenberg’s nationalizing art descriptors is
Untitled (New York City) (1967, fig. 19). One such feature is the all-over design, which
“[covers] the picture surface with an even, largely undifferentiated system of uniform
motifs that cause the result to look as though it could be continued indefinitely beyond
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the frame like a wallpaper pattern.”9 In this Untitled (New York City), Twombly painted a
concentrated set of quadrilaterals that could form the basis for an all-over design, except
he left a clear margin around the figures. Out of the entire Chalkboard series, Twombly
consistently left a margin in his works, changing his patterns at times to avoid lines
hitting the edge of the canvas. By resisting the urge to fill the margin, Twombly
continued the perception that European painting had influenced his work, as earlier works
like Academy contained an all-over design.
With such a visually diverse group of canvases, one may be resistant to grouping
all of these works into one series. However, Twombly remained consistent throughout
these years when it comes to his handling of the paint. His most unique formal
characteristic is the blurring effect, as if someone erased a previous image on that canvas.
For example, in Untitled (Rome), viewers can see this blurring on the top edges, as well
as throughout the doodled lines. This blurring of white on dark gray is why curator
Robert Pincus-Witten described these early works as “the thing drawn (and erased and
redrawn and erased and redrawn, ad infinitum).” 10 This visual effect is the reason why
scholars have called this group of paintings the Blackboard series or the Chalkboard
series. Scholars often use the gray-backed canvases to illustrate the term ‘blackboard,’ to
the exclusion of Twombly’s white-backed paintings of this era. The choice to designate

9

Clement Greenberg, “American-Type Painting,” in Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and
Criticism, ed. John O’Brian, vol. 3 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 225.
10
Robert Pincus-Witten, “Learning to Write,” in Cy Twombly: Paintings and Drawings (Milwaukee, WI:
Milwaukee Art Center, 1968), n.p.

31
these works as the Chalkboard series re-centers the chalk-like blurring as the creative
impulse that holds the series together.
As a quick aside, the names for three of the groups, the Treatise group, the
Synopsis group, and the Venus group, each come from common titles Twombly assigned
paintings that fall into these groups: Treatise on the Veil, Synopsis of a Battle, and
Cnidian Venus. Twombly’s assignation of titles creates a problem that Roland Barthes
referred to as “the bait of a meaning.”11 In Twombly’s abstraction, these paintings have
no formal element that could symbolize a subject, such as a battle. However, these titles
give viewers a framework for how Twombly became inspired to paint his canvases the
way that he did. Therefore, the titles of these canvases allow one to group similar
canvases together, as the artist thought of these groups in similar terms.

The Treatise Group
The Treatise group contains the fewest works of these groups, but curator
Michelle White’s recent exhibition Treatise on the Veil 1970 significantly advanced the
scholarship on the Chalkboard series as a whole. 12 The essays written by White and
curator Isabelle Dervaux illuminate the meanings of the Treatise group. This group has
three foundational paintings: Treatise on the Veil (1968), Veil of Orpheus (1968), and
Treatise on the Veil (Second Version) (1970). Many of the ‘ungrouped’ canvases from
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1970 and 1971 appear to follow the same artistic premise as the Treatise group,
underscoring the centrality of this group to the series as a whole.
As the largest canvas of Twombly’s career excluding the polyptychs, Treatise on
the Veil (Second Version) (fig. 20) stands at almost ten feet high and over thirty feet wide.
Gray throughout with white lines across the bottom third, the canvas contains seemingly
random crayon markings, such as “VEILS ’70,” “in,” “out,” and a myriad of numbers. He
wrote “in” on the left side of the work and “out” on the right side, as if the lines
themselves expand past the physical edge of the canvas. On the topic of lines, Twombly’s
sole written statement on art from 1957 stated that every line is “the actual experience
with its own innate history. It does not illustrate – it is the sensation of its own
realization.”13 In this context, Treatise on the Veil (Second Version) displays lines and
markings, rather than illustrating a topic.
As the finale for Twombly’s Treatise group, this painting “foregrounds one of the
most critical themes of his career: the use of the drawn line to explore time.” 14 The ‘veil’
in the title of these works references two other cultural works: French composer Pierre
Henry’s 1953 composition La Voile d’Orphée and the veiled women in Eadweard
Muybridge’s photographs.15 Both of these references deal with the idea of duration, one
sonically and one pictorially. Henry’s arrangement opens with the sound of a piece of
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cloth being torn, manipulated to such a slow speed that it “gives the impression that time
has stopped.”16 Having made an impact on the artist, La Voile d’Orphée sprung to
Twombly’s mind when he once saw a Sicilian bride with a long white veil, one of his
personal references in this group.17 The composer’s manipulation of the duration of
sounds inspired Twombly to work with how time functions in painting.
In addition to Henry’s music, Twombly became fascinated by the works of
English photographer Eadward Muybridge. Active in the 1870s and 1880s, Muybridge
took multiple photographs of his subjects in rapid succession to study the movement
between each photograph. In an interview with curator Nicholas Cullinan, Twombly
described a possible inspiration for the Treatise group as “an Eadward Muybridge
photograph that [Robert] Rauschenberg gave to Twombly, The Veiled Bride, which
apparently shows a bride passing in front of a train.” 18 Both Cullinan and White note that
no such print by Muybridge has been documented by researchers, but a possible similar
print, Woman Dancing (Fancy) (1884-86, fig. 21), illustrates this connection to
duration.19 Each frame suspends a single moment in infinity. If each mark on canvas also
suspends a moment of time, then Treatise on the Veil (Second Version) not only
illustrates the lines on the canvas but also the representation of the time Twombly spent
working on the canvas.
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This interest in the visual representation of time mirrors a common interest of
artists in the 1960s. In her study of time in the art of the 1960s, art historian Pamela Lee
examined Andy Warhol’s films, describing them as “one and the same both
representation and experience of duration, both subject and object.” 20 His film Empire
(1964) contains eight hours and five minutes of the same view of the Empire State
Building. Time inevitably becomes the subject of a four hundred-and-eighty-five-minute
action-less film project. In contrast to Warhol’s desire to showcase time to his viewers,
Twombly’s focus on time emphasizes the artist’s experience making the work. With his
audience being exposed to the whole of Treatise on the Veil (Second Version) (and all of
the Treatise group paintings) in a single instant, Twombly’s description of this painting as
a “time line without time” underscores the Treatise group’s visual interpretation of
duration.21
In the postwar era, questions regarding duration to be a central discourse in the
scholarship of history. The Annales School, a group of French historians, emphasized the
importance of long-term social history, termed the longue durée, as opposed to the
history of events they felt was more common in scholarship. In his article “History and
the Social Sciences: The Longue Durée,” French historian Frenand Braudel elaborated on
this concept, writing “what matters is the fact that our discussion will move between
these two poles of time, the instant and the longue durée.”22 However, this difference
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between the instant and the longue durée, between a single moment and centuries, is
duration. Braudel demonstrated this concept in his 1949 book The Mediterranean and the
Mediterranean World in the Age of Phillip II. In the preface for the original edition,
Braudel outlined his book in a tripartite format: first, a history of the Mediterranean
environment; second, a history of the Mediterranean economic system; and third, a
history of the mid-sixteenth century.23 Braudel used these different durations to represent
how the Mediterranean at the time of Philip II functioned as a social sphere. Like
Braudel, Twombly’s oeuvre also focus on a long history of Mediterranean society as the
inspiration for his art. Grounding the Treatise group in this concept of illustrating
duration center the Chalkboard series in mid-century conversations of history. The rest of
the series grafts onto this foundation of the longue durée in the Mediterranean,
showcasing centuries of cultural development.

The Calligraphic Group
While the Treatise group, depicting drawn loops with wax crayon on large
canvases, illustrates time, the Calligraphic group viscerally denotes the act of writing.
Twombly painted this group near the end of the Chalkboard series, with fourteen
canvases painted in 1970 and an additional seven painted in 1971. A classic example of
the Calligraphic group is Untitled (Rome) (1970, fig. 22). White lines which approximate
script cover the gray canvas, which allows the classic interpretation of writing to take
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center stage. Peter Schwenger, a Canadian scholar on the English language, deemed the
Calligraphic group as an example of asemic writing in painting, meaning writing without
meaning.24 In her survey of Twombly’s oeuvre, literary historian Mary Jacobus
thoroughly connected Twombly’s artistic output to poetry, with the Chalkboard series
representing “writing at the physical limits of the body,” due to the large size of the
canvases compared to the poet’s typical support of the page. 25 With Jacobus defining the
act of writing as “the inscription of culture,” writing symbolizes the creation of an
enduring culture. Therefore, the Calligraphic group represents the creation of culture
while its illegibility underscores Twombly’s interest in the universal, obscuring any
reference to a specific time or place. 26
On December 31, 1970, Twombly’s close friend Nini Pirandello committed
suicide in Rome, which sent him into a period of deep mourning. As described by
Cullinan, this sudden period of melancholy inspired Twombly to paint a group of five
paintings, each titled Nini’s Painting.27 Unlike the rest of the Calligraphic group,
Twombly derived most of the scribbles in each of these works from either “cy” or “nini,”
adding an intimate component to these canvases. The Menil Collection’s version of
Nini’s Painting (1971, fig. 23) spotlights the intensity of Twombly’s emotions in his
pencil scratches. This set of five canvases takes the random nature of the Calligraphic
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group and underscores how the act of writing, even without a clear message, can be an
emotional outlet in itself. Despite containing words, the lack of inherent meaning in his
repetition would still deem these works asemic. While these paintings illustrate an
individual pain, this group as a whole examines the importance of writing. Though no
legible words appear on these canvases, Twombly interrogates the act of writing itself.
Historically, writing has acted as an important societal tool for perpetuating cultural
histories. Here, Twombly objectifies writing in his paintings, cultural objects themselves.

The Synopsis Group
Similar to the Calligraphic group’s reflections on writing, the Synopsis group
reflects on the theme of warfare. This group contains five similar compositions from
1968, such as Synopsis of a Battle (1968, fig. 24). With the classic gray background,
these compositions have a lot of white curved rectangles in a rough shape of a triangle
and a lot of written markings, like the “synopses” in the bottom right of the canvas. From
just over four feet high to seven and a half feet high, these canvases, like most of the
Chalkboard series, stand as colossal supports for Twombly’s musings.
With the title Synopsis of a Battle, these paintings underscore how Twombly’s
cultural exchange with the Mediterranean was often hidden behind his opacity, with the
aforementioned ‘battle’ being inspired by the ancient Battle of Issus.28 In 333 BC, the
Battle of Issus marked the first personal battle between Alexander the Great and the
Persian emperor Darius III near the border of modern-day Turkey and Syria on the coast
28
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of the Mediterranean. While the Synopsis of a Battle paintings lack any similarity with
the battle plans at Issus, scholarship suggests that Twombly found inspiration in the battle
illustrations in Major-General J.F.C. Fuller’s 1958 volume The Generalship of Alexander
the Great (fig. 25).29 Twombly used the general idea of rectangles as formal elements and
curved them to aestheticize the diagram. By bending the rectangles, Twombly related this
group to two untitled compositions from 1967 and three from 1968, such as the Museum
of Modern Art’s Untitled (New York City) (1968, fig. 26). Overall, Twombly
aestheticized these diagrams and transformed them into artistic meditations on the
military. As Varnedoe analyzed, Twombly’s childhood home of Lexington, Virginia,
with the Virginia Military Institute, instilled the artist with a complex network of ideas
connecting war, art, and historical myth. 30 In the context of the Chalkboard series’s study
of history, the Synopsis group continues a long tradition of art inspired by war, a
common Mediterranean theme since the eighth century BC.

The Venus Group
As an early part of the Chalkboard series, the Venus group contains five paintings
with the title Cnidian Venus and two contemporary Untitled works. All seven canvases
center an outline of a large trapezoidal shape, such as Cnidian Venus (1967, fig. 27).
While the four 1966 Venus works, all titled Cnidian Venus, have a dark trapezoid
centered on a white background, the three 1967 Venus works all have a gray background
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with a white trapezoid. Cnidian Venus and three of the 1966 paintings all share the drawn
caption “Cnidian” under each trapezoid. This Cnidian Venus in particular also illustrates
the words “Phase IV” and “Cy Twombly 67.” As the fourth of the labeled Venuses,
“Phase IV” implies a progression among the works, and the signature is a rare personal
identifier among Twombly’s Chalkboard series.
Visually, the canvases focus on the trapezoid and this accompanying caption
“Cnidian.” The caption refers to Aphrodite of Knidos, “the most famous statue of
antiquity.”31 As the prototypical female nude in monumental sculpture, this work by
Praxiteles shifted ancient Greece’s views of aesthetics to discuss feminine beauty in high
art.32 This concept lays in stark comparison to Twombly’s treatment of the same goddess
with his earlier Venus Anadyomene (1962, fig. 28). The title of this earlier abstraction
centers Venus’s mythological origins: her emergence from the sea as the wind blew her
on a scallop shell towards the shore. Despite similarly titled and equally abstract,
Twombly’s paintings display a subtle shift from the origins of the deity to the origins of
art. By referencing this seminal female nude with a painting of a trapezoid, Twombly
questioned standards of taste that constitute beauty. While the Synopsis group probed the
connections between art and war, the Venus group impugns the cultural category of art,
manipulating the Grecian origins of Western art history.
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The Deluge Group
As the Deluge group challenges traditional ideas of beauty through its repetitive
formal element, the Deluge group embodies Twombly’s Mediterranean obsession
through its overwhelmingly monotonous motif. Characterized by its looping lines of wax
crayon, the Deluge group began with Untitled (Rome) in 1966. He painted two of these
works in 1966, eight in 1967, nine in 1968, eleven in 1970, and two in 1971, for a total of
thirty-two paintings. Unusual among the Chalkboard series, this group contains some of
Twombly’s rare attempts to experiment with color in this era, with seven colorful
canvases from 1970 and 1971. As illustrated by Untitled (Rome) (1970, fig. 29) at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Twombly used this Deluge motif to experiment with reds,
browns, and blues, in addition to the white and black crayons which he usually handled.
From two feet high to more than eleven feet high, these canvases of curvilinear doodles
are the most recognizable of the Chalkboard series.
The Deluge group gets its name from Twombly’s interest in Leonardo da Vinci’s
Deluge drawings. As seen in Twombly’s untitled drawing from Captiva Island (1968, fig.
30), a reproduction of Leonardo’s drawing “Deluge Descending a Valley” is taped to the
top of the paper, just above the written word “deluge” in script. Below this caption are
seven rows of looping lines that resemble Leonardo’s studies of water. However, this
juxtaposition of Leonardo’s work with Twombly’s showcases severe formal differences
between the two artists. As art historian Leslie Geddes described, Leonardo’s “Deluge
drawings embody the universal themes of nature as an uncontrollable and unmediated

41
force.”33 The Renaissance master drew curvilinear lines with clear and forceful
endpoints, representing the destructive capabilities of nature. In contrast, the repetitive
helices of Untitled (Rome) symbolize a potentiality, with no clear beginning or end. This
ambiguity removes the violence inherent to Leonardo’s drawings from Twombly’s forms.
Although Twombly’s paintings lack Leonardo’s interest in natural forces, the
looping spirals appear to illustrate this same insuppressible impulse that Leonardo
assigned to nature. In the Deluge group, the chalk lines are long and the ends are often
not easily discernable, filling each canvas with waves of endless doodles. As a primary
expert on the works of Cy Twombly, Heiner Bastian described this “intensive dialogue”
with Leonardo as mirroring Twombly’s career-long absorption in Mediterranean
culture.34 Leonardo’s drawings showcase nature as a force that could end civilizations;
simultaneously, Leonardo often represents the achievements of Western civilization,
through the popular recognition of his paintings like Mona Lisa (1503-06). By
appropriating Leonardo’s studies of water into his own artistic practice, Twombly infused
his Chalkboard series with the legacy of the Italian Renaissance, a significant rebirth of
Mediterranean culture, while musing on nature’s capacity to annihilate a civilization.

The Portrait Group
In contrast to the previous groups, the Portrait group lacks any greater meaning
for Twombly besides the subjects themselves. In 1967, Twombly painted seven portraits
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for commission: American artist George D’Almeida and his wife, his brother-in-law
Baron Giorgio Franchetti and his wife, American oil heir Paul Getty and his wife Talitha
(no longer extant), and his close friend Alvise Di Robilant. Each portrait is just shy of
five feet high of primed canvas and black crayon, and Twombly would write the name of
his sitter on the canvas near an abstracted portrait of the subject. Portrait of Paul Getty
(1967, fig. 31) showcases a crudely drawn schema of a head in profile. Omitting facial
features like the subject’s eyes and mouth, Twombly continued the modernist tradition of
non-naturalistic portraiture. On the neck of his sitter, Twombly wrote the name “Paul
Getty” and then partially effaced the letters with pencil marks. By naming his sitter,
Twombly provided the specificity intrinsic to the genre of portraiture, yet the effacement
of this important formal element almost allows this abstraction to be a composition of an
unspecified person. Additionally, Twombly placed the image in the center of the canvas,
continuing his love of maintaining margins. While this portrait (and his others) looks
demonstrably different from the rest of the Chalkboard series, all of these portraits
embrace the same blurring effect; therefore, this group is an integral part of the coherent
whole.
With Twombly drawing his subjects from the 1960s Roman zeitgeist, the Portrait
group grounds the series in its time and place. While the other groups emphasize
Twombly’s interest in history, the Portrait group showcases the Mediterranean as a
vibrant place in the postwar era, acknowledging the on-going process of creating history.
As Twombly contemplates these contemporary sitters on his canvases, his paintings
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become historic objects on the subject of Mediterranean culture, just like the rest of the
Chalkboard series.
When all six groups are examined in tandem, the Chalkboard series amounts to a
massive project in abstraction of Twombly’s interest in history and culture themselves as
topics. Often lauded for his interest in both “the defiling urge toward what is base and the
complementary love for lyric poetry and the grand legacy of high Western culture,”
Twombly painted the Chalkboard series in a manner that seemingly eschews both. 35
However, the artist’s simple aesthetic connects these paintings to a common thread of
postwar culture. Focusing on the period between the mid-1940s and the mid-1960s, art
historian Hal Foster has examined the cultural turn to brutal aesthetics: an aesthetic “that
pares art down or reveals it to be already bare, so that [art] might begin again after the
compound devastations of the time.”36 Following the horrors of World War II, many
rejected classicism in the arts, as authoritarian regimes vitiated it to promote their
barbaric policies. According to Foster, brutal aesthetics can take many forms and have
diverse implications. One form of brutal aesthetics advanced alternative mythologies to
the Greco-Roman foundation of Western civilization, with Danish painter Asger Jorn
positing the Nordic as “the great other to the classical.” 37 This shift away from Western
art’s classical center of the Mediterranean world marked a sudden deviation from historic
artistic norms.
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In this context, Twombly brought around a classical revival. From 1957,
Twombly’s paintings labor towards bringing classical subjects back to modern art.
However, while his earlier works explicitly draw on Western civilization’s Mediterranean
heritage, the austere aesthetic of Chalkboard series excels at this very task. Using
Michael Fried’s conception of “mutual elucidation” in serial art, these 139 paintings,
made from 1966 to 1971, together create the overarching theme of revisiting art’s
Mediterranean heritage with modern aesthetics, yet each individual work stands alone via
its formal qualities. This series illustrates that Twombly worked through a number of
formal problems and cultural obsessions over this era. Fixating on abstract ideas like the
longue durée and the creation of culture, he utilized a formal scheme that continued the
brutal aesthetic operation of paring art to its minimum. However, by painting works using
the battles of Alexander the Great, Leonardo da Vinci’s water studies, and the social elite
of contemporary Rome, Twombly firmly centered the history of the Mediterranean in the
Chalkboard series. By balancing these two objectives, the Chalkboard series expressed
Twombly’s historical interest in a manner acceptable to the art world at the time.

Chapter Three
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The Whitney Retrospective:
Cy Twombly and the Revival of Painting
Twombly has descended from the heights of a mature
realized art to the elemental beginnings. After the
capitulation of a vast style, Twombly has learned to write
again.
–Robert Pincus-Witten1

Thus ends “Learning to Write,” curator Robert Pincus-Witten’s catalog essay for
his exhibition of Cy Twombly’s works at the Milwaukee Art Center in 1968. As the
curator of Twombly’s first American museum show, Pincus-Witten laid the foundation
for Twombly’s transformation into a world-renowned artist. Summarizing Twombly’s
life and career from 1954 to 1968, “Learning to Write” created the basic paradigm for
how art audiences view the Chalkboard series: a restart to an auspicious career. Seven
years later, curator Suzanne Delehanty’s essay “The Alchemy of Mind and Hand”
accompanied her exhibition of Twombly’s works at the Institute of Contemporary Art at
the University of Pennsylvania. Delehanty labored to place Twombly in art history, not
only with his Abstract Expressionist influences but also “Leonardo, Duchamp, Poussin,
mythology and poetry.”2 These exhibitions underscore the growing interest in Twombly’s
work by museum professionals as the Chalkboard series grew in popularity.
However, as the center of the global art world, New York’s major museums held
a particular cultural cachet that institutions in Milwaukee and Philadelphia did not. After
nominally mentioning Twombly in his extensive 1969 exhibition New York Painting and
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Sculpture: 1940-1970 at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, curator Henry Geldzahler later
explained that his exclusion of Twombly’s works stemmed from one fact: “Because he
left America.”3 After the sudden acclaim for the Chalkboard series, a curator at the
Metropolitan Museum approached Twombly to create a career retrospective exhibit in the
mid-1970s.4 While these negotiations eventually concluded with no exhibition, this seed
of an idea would germinate to become Twombly’s mid-career retrospective at the
Whitney Museum of American Art in 1979. In contrast to the complete disdain towards
Twombly in 1964, New York in 1979 celebrated Twombly’s art, and painting itself, as a
medium, was gaining new currency after its critical perigee with the ‘dematerialization of
the art object,’ in the words of critic Lucy Lippard. At the same moment, young artists
were beginning to paint historical and mythological subjects. The critical environment
that supported this new style both pre-dated and post-dated Twombly’s New York
exhibition, but Twombly’s critical acclaim only increased from this moment. With the
Chalkboard series at its core, Twombly’s retrospective exhibit at the Whitney Museum
re- introduced his art to an audience wanting for historical subjects in painting, allowing
for his acceptance into the canon of late-twentieth-century art.
For the history of art in the United States, 1979 marked a watershed year. The
young gallerist Mary Boone showed one of her new artists twice, in February and
November, causing a huge scandal in the American art world. This artist, Julian
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Schnabel, spent much of the late-1970s travelling Europe, following Twombly’s path as
the rare American inspired by a European view of history. He entered the New York art
scene as a controversial figure, embodying two ideas that critically split the art world:
“self and history.”5 With the crescent formation of appropriative art, as described in art
critic Douglas Crimp’s 1979 article “Pictures,” artists like Cindy Sherman questioned
these same ideas as a kind of critical theater as painting had become ideologically dull. 6
As some New York art critics had thought art had progressed past the idea “of the artist
as Romantic visionary hero,” Schnabel’s work and its aggrandizing emphasis on the self
and history cast the young painter in the role of a regressive and reactionary artist, despite
Schnabel’s own utilization of appropriative strategies.7
Both bodies of work that Schnabel exhibited in 1979 utilized fragmentation as a
visual strategy to explore, what curator Lisa Phillips called, the “disjunction of space and
time.”8 In his wax paintings, Schnabel illustrated this fragmentation in his imagery. For
example, his painting St. Sebastian (1979, fig. 32) represents a fragment of an antique
sculpture that has veins. This artwork straddled the divide of self and history in ways that
postmodern critics would find troubling. While the sculpture lacks a head and arms as
antique works often do, the waxy veins personify the subject. One might wonder if
history has come alive or if the ancient work is actually a representation of the artist.
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Boone exhibited a number of Schnabel’s wax paintings in February 1979 as his first
gallery show in New York. Therefore, discourse surrounding this new style of painting
began in the spring of 1979.
Schnabel’s plate paintings developed the artist’s interest in fragmentation to its
logical extreme. Phillips claimed that the plate paintings embody the artist’s desire “to
pull apart the picture plane while still painting pictures on it.” 9 As seen in Schnabel’s
Divan (1978, fig. 33), fragments of broken plates cover the canvas, inspired by the inlaid
ceramics of Catalan architect Antoni Gaudí. Philips analyzed this unique material choice
by asking rhetorically “by painting on a three-dimensional broken ground, the image is
only apparent from a distance. ... What better way to express the fragility of the world?”10
The critical fury surrounding these works would only become known after Mary Boone
exhibited them in November. However, as early as January 1979, collectors clamored
over these plate paintings, seeing them through private viewings. As documented by the
artist, these viewings culminated in the British collector Charles Saatchi buying Divan, as
he “[was] in the throes of putting together what [was] one of the largest and most
comprehensive collections of contemporary art in the world.”11
With the New York art world being introduced to Schnabel’s art, Twombly’s
Whitney retrospective also closely followed a New York exhibition of his own most
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recent series Fifty Days at Iliam (1978).12 Composed of ten canvases, this work illustrates
Twombly’s analysis of Alexander Pope’s translation of the Iliad. (Twombly has
purposefully misspelled “Ilium” in order to forcefully interject the Greek hero Achilles
into the title.13) As the Pope translation begins with “Achilles’ wrath, to Greece the
direful spring/of woes unnumber’d, heavenly goddess, sing,” Twombly’s first canvas of
the series focused on Achilles, titled Shield of Achilles (1978, fig. 34).14 Both of the
primary visual motifs of Fifty Days at Iliam are in this image: names, such as Achilles in
the upper left, and the rosette, here representing Achilles with its bright red hue in the
center of the canvas. As the ten canvases collectively interpret Pope’s Trojan War, the
thematic climax is the canvas Shades of Achilles, Patroclus, and Hector (1978, fig. 35).
This painting contains three quatrefoiled rosettes in a line, and Twombly has clearly
labelled each one with a name. On the left, the bright red rosette lays next to “Achilles;”
the center features a gray rosette with “Patroclus;” and on the right is a rosette of graphite
with the name “Hector.” This spectrum from lover to killer encapsulates the pathos in
Twombly’s work, in contrast to the largely descriptive natures of Fifty Days at Iliam as a
whole.
From November 1978 to January 1979, the gallerist Heiner Friedrich, a close
friend of the artist, exhibited Fifty Days at Iliam at his eponymous gallery in New York.
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While Twombly’s ideal configuration, which is their current arrangement at the
Philadelphia Museum of Art, arranges them along the four walls of a room, Friedrich
displayed them in a linear fashion due to spatial limitations. 15 As Twombly’s first
exhibition of paintings deliberately rooted in Greco-Roman subject matter in New York
since his 1964 exhibition of Nine Discourses on Commodus, the tone of the critical
reviews show a distinct evolution from the tone of disdain in 1964. Rather than belabor
his eccentric aesthetic, critics took this opportunity to evaluate Twombly on his own
terms. For example, Eric Gibson at Art International stated that “almost more than any
other artist, Cy Twombly appears to stand at the edge of art. ... But Twombly is finally a
traditionalist, for he is doing what artists throughout the century have been doing:
attempting to give meaningful expression to his innermost, felt experience.” 16 Here,
Gibson acknowledged Twombly’s unique style while placing him into the general
conversations surrounding modern art. Even formalist critics acknowledged Twombly’s
talent, with Valentin Tatransky acquiescing that “the nature of his scrawled mark, both
formally and iconographically, is heroic because it evokes the mortality of the human
body.”17 With his new work achieving critical success, the moment was perfect for New
York to review Twombly’s older work.
In the midst of these new developments in painting, the exhibition Cy Twombly:
Paintings and Drawings, 1954-1977 at the Whitney Museum of American Art opened on
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April 10, 1979 and closed two months later on June 10. With Twombly’s growing art
historic prominence in contemporary art during the 1970s, the catalog for this exhibition
gave Twombly’s career a sense of grandeur. As director Tom Armstrong wrote in his
forward, “though he has chosen to live in Rome for the last twenty-two years and has
been greatly influenced by a proximity to ancient cultures, Twombly’s originality
expresses the creative spirit of the American pioneer.”18 This statement is far-removed
from the 1969 descriptions of Twombly’s paintings by Leo Castelli and Ivan Karp as
“precious” and “flamboyant.”19
According to the exhibition checklist, this retrospective featured forty-five
paintings and forty drawings made by Twombly between the years 1954 and 1977.20
However, this checklist oversimplifies and increases the quantity of Twombly’s artistic
output. Everything listed as a drawing is a drawing, but the painting section has two
major discrepancies. First, the catalog classified the cycle Nine Discourses on Commodus
as nine separate paintings.21 Of course, this mistake could have just been a
misunderstanding of the concept of the cycle, yet no one has ever displayed these
paintings separately and the catalog correctly classified Twombly’s other multi-object
works. Second, the catalog clearly mislabeled drawings by Twombly as paintings. This
point is contentious, given the multi-media nature of both Twombly’s paintings and

18

Tom Armstrong, “Director’s Forward,” in Cy Twombly: Paintings and Drawings, 1954-1977 (New
York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1979), 6.
19
Castelli, Archives of American Art Oral History Interview; Karp, Archives of American Art Oral History
Interview.
20
Cy Twombly: Paintings and Drawings, 1954-1977 (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art,
1979), 112–17.
21
Cy Twombly: Paintings and Drawings, 1954-1977, 113.

52
drawings. However, this exhibition featured seven ‘paintings,’ that in hindsight, were
only classified as such due to their size.22 These two discrepancies created the sense that
Twombly was a prolific painter, which was far from the truth.
After correcting the exhibition checklist for these oversights, the Whitney
exhibition featured thirty paintings and forty-seven drawings. Out of these thirty
paintings, four were from his early 1954-1955 New York phase that had garnered
Twombly a small amount of critical success. Twombly showed nineteen works, the
majority of paintings in this exhibition, from 1957 to 1963, his early Mediterranean
phase. This phase of paintings ended with Nine Discourses on Commodus and had rarely
been exhibited in New York.
The third phase of paintings exhibited was the Chalkboard series, with the
Whitney Museum showcasing six of them. 23 (The curator later disclosed that he only
chose a small amount of these works due to a presumed familiarity and a desire to expose
the art-going public with Twombly’s lesser-known works.24) As the culminating point of
Twombly’s monumental works on canvas at this retrospective, these Chalkboard
paintings represented to viewers the pinnacle of Twombly’s painting practice by 1979.
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Interestingly, this group of six paintings only featured one from his Deluge group,
Untitled (New York City) (1967, fig. 36). Since Pincus-Witten’s 1968 exhibition of
Twombly’s paintings in Milwaukee, the act of writing, as embodied in this painting, had
become the fundamental model for analyzing this series of Twombly’s oeuvre. 25 Despite
the Deluge group being his most popular motif, with thirty-two canvases in this group,
the choice to only exhibit one of these works underscores a desire to elevate the rest of
the series. With the lack of emphasis on this motif, canvases like Veil of Orpheus (1968,
fig. 37) and the Whitney’s own Untitled (New York City) (1968, fig. 38) hold equal
representation in the curatorial display of this era. 26 In this exhibition, as a retrospective
with a spotlight on the relatively recent works, this display of the visual diversity of the
Chalkboard series showcased how Twombly painted more than just the act of writing. As
the final body of paintings in the exhibition, the Chalkboard series illustrated the potential
that his drawings from the 1970s had as the seeds for future successful paintings, such as
the already-exhibited Fifty Days at Iliam.
While the exhibition anchored the Chalkboard series as a turning point in
Twombly’s career, the exhibition catalog indicates the extent to which New York
accepted Twombly by 1979. In his forward to the catalog, Armstrong thanked the
National Endowment for the Arts, David Whitney, and Roland Barthes.27 As a non-profit,
the Whitney Museum relied on governmental funding from the National Endowment for
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the Arts to create Cy Twombly: Paintings and Drawings, 1954-1977. Armstrong noted
that this funding “[represented] a continuous vote of confidence in the accomplishments
of contemporary American artists,” just before he affirmed that the Whitney Museum
was “committed to presenting the best of American art.” 28 Exhibiting the work of Cy
Twombly through a partnership between the National Endowment for the Arts and the
Whitney Museum of American Art, as well as these quotations, underscore that the New
York art establishment now clearly considered Twombly to be an American artist, a
marked evolution from Geldzahler’s opinion in 1969. This reevaluation relates to a
greater trend of the Whitney Museum in the 1970s exhibiting American artists who had
primarily worked in Europe, showing Sam Francis in 1972 and Joan Mitchell in 1974.
Additionally, Armstrong stated that the whole exhibition was thanks to the work
of curator David Whitney, who had planned “all aspects of the organization and
presentation of the exhibition.”29 As discussed in the previous chapter, Whitney’s
friendship with Twombly began in the early 1960s. As Twombly painted some of the
Chalkboard series in Whitney’s apartment, Twombly had dedicated his one work on
metal to his friend. This strong personal friendship led Whitney to mention Twombly first
in his acknowledgments, writing of his indebtedness to the artist for his vast cooperation
for the exhibition.30
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After closing his art gallery, Whitney often curated shows for museums focusing
on artists who were his friends. However, this fact means that the exhibitions did not
always feature good curation. For example, in November 1979, Whitney curated a show
at the Whitney Museum entitled Andy Warhol: Portraits of the 70s. While the catalog
essay featured Robert Rosenblum placing Warhol into the history of portraiture, the
works in the exhibition fail to illustrate any novel claim about Warhol’s art of the
period.31 No major artistic evolution occurred between the creations of Irving Blum
(1970, fig. 39) and Carolina Herrera (1979, fig. 40), so the exhibition simply displayed a
snapshot of Warhol at a moment when no one cared about Warhol. Therefore, this
friendship between Cy Twombly and David Whitney does not matter for its unique
nature but rather for its challenge to general narrative that Twombly’s early European
success came at the cost of his relationships to the New York art scene.
In addition to the National Endowment for the Arts and the Whitney Museum,
Armstrong thanked the French writer Roland Barthes for his contribution to the catalog.
Commissioned by the Whitney Museum, Barthes’s essay “The Wisdom of Art” was
published in the Whitney exhibition’s catalog as both the French original and an English
translation by Annette Lavers. 32
Including Barthes in this exhibition highlights a conscious attempt to place
Twombly into the most current intellectual conversations in the United States. By 1979,
Barthes had begun to achieve a substantial American readership. As documented by the
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French sociological scholar Lucile Dumont, the first English translation of his work, On
Racine, was translated into English in 1964, with two more translations published in the
1960s.33 Throughout the 1970s, an additional eight works by Barthes had been translated,
five of those translated within five years of the original French publication. Although
Barthes’s death in 1980 and the publication of Susan Sontag’s anthology of his work in
1982 made the author a titan of semiotics in the United States, the rapid pace of
translation through the 1970s underscores the popularity of his works in New York at the
time of the Cy Twombly exhibition.
In “The Wisdom of Art,” Barthes explored how each of Twombly’s artworks is a
theatrical stage, explaining to readers the different events that his art portrays. In keeping
with the artist’s interest in the classical, Barthes structured these events around ancient
Greek vocabulary: “a fact (pragma), a coincidence (tyché), an outcome (telos), a surprise
(apodeston) and an action (drama).”34 The pragma evokes what the viewers see: the
materials, the artist’s gestures, and the title. 35 By focusing on the empty space of
Twombly’s canvases, Barthes labeled the various visual elements as tyché, as each
viewer connects them differently. 36 The essayist then connected Twombly to the French
Symbolist literary movement through their shared classical style, understanding his telos
to be the Mediterranean effect of his art.37 Given the emphasis on the classical in
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Twombly’s work, the apodeston is the clumsiness of his shaky child-like handwriting.38
According to Barthes, the drama of Twombly’s paintings consists of two parts: “a kind of
representation of culture” followed by Twombly’s reoccurring subjects of culture, art
history, pleasure, memory, and production. 39 As Twombly’s works carefully balance
these different events, Barthes noted that his “art—and in this consist its ethic and its
great historical singularity—does not grasp at anything.”40 By locating Twombly’s
greatness in its opacity, Barthes presented a coherent case that the success of Twombly’s
oeuvre, specifically at this Whitney retrospective that presented the Chalkboard series as
the current career peak, lays in the works’ inability to be clearly understood by its
audience.
Because everyone has always found, and still finds, Twombly’s aesthetic to be
difficult to decipher, reviews of Twombly’s exhibitions tend to have a negative aspect,
yet the Chalkboard series only received critical acclaim, highlighting their redemptive
quality to Twombly’s career. In the most negative review, critic Richard Whelan
summarized his thoughts with “despite its pretensions of roughness, wit and immediacy,
Twombly’s art comes off as too fastidious, too mannered and too tasteful to do much
more than titillate us.”41 His synopsis of the exhibition eerily reflected Michael Fried’s
1964 criticism of Nine Discourses on Commodus, which called the cycle too arch, too
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self-obsessed, and too mannered. 42 However, even as Whelan criticized the exhibition, he
reflected:
As soon as we accept his scribble-covered canvases as
abstract paintings, we have to deal with the ambiguity of
abstraction and trompe-l’oeil realism in his blackboard
paintings (which look remarkably like blackboards covered
with chalk diagrams and are probably his most successful
and visually satisfying works).43
The two most thorough reviews of Cy Twombly: Paintings and Drawings, 19541977 each share a general overview of Twombly’s oeuvre (including the separately
exhibited Fifty Days at Iliam). Critic Marjorie Welish summarized Twombly’s two 1979
exhibitions in New York as simply “[revealing] how Twombly’s vision has developed
and where he stands at mid-career.”44 Fellow critic Margaret Sheffield was more
complimentary with a breviate assessment of the artist’s works as “[revealing] a
cultivated, allusive mind and a personality at once lyrical and ironic, anxious and lazy,
passionate and laconic. The works range from moods of wit or ennui to the profundity of
those in which the content is the death of culture and history.” 45 By not rejecting
Twombly’s aesthetic outright, these reviews closely examined the evolution of his career,
with the Chalkboard series as a high point for both. Welish failed to include her own
opinion on the works but included that they “were widely acclaimed” at their time. 46
Sheffield first refuted negative criticism of the Chalkboard series, concluding that “if [the
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works were] childlike, they suggest the work of a very witty child, and they create an
astonishing space,” and she later ended her piece by surmising that the Chalkboard series
was among the strongest of Twombly’s periods. 47
However, as these two reviews lauded the Chalkboard series, they both declare
the same lesson from Twombly’s output: the artist has an incredible handling of myth as
subject. Welish discussed “his growing involvement with myth” and connected him
broadly to the early mythmaking works of the Abstract Expressionists. 48 More
specifically, Sheffield noted that Twombly’s art had evolved “obsessively to the theme of
the dead hero.”49 Although his career had been defined by his mythological (and
historical) subject matters, Twombly became particularly infatuated with myths of love
and death during this period from the mid-1970s through the mid-1980s. This interest of
his solidified Twombly’s influence on future generations of painters.
The years following Cy Twombly: Paintings and Drawings, 1954-1977 exposed a
bifurcation of opinions on the state of painting. While the Whitney exhibition clearly
labeled Twombly as a premier painter of his time, the status of his medium remained a
matter of debate. 1981 was a canonical year for both those who believed in the ‘death of
painting’ and those in the midst of its revitalization. In the spring, the journal October
published Douglas Crimp’s “The End of Painting.” In this article, Crimp switches
between a diatribe against critic Barbara Rose and an attempt to canonize French artist
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Daniel Buren as the aforementioned ‘end of painting.’50 However, while Crimp attacked
Rose’s attraction to painting as “reactionary,” Buren was the only painter with whose
work he engaged.51 Because the editorial staff of October neglected to analyze the
evolution of contemporary painting to favor the political aims of their journal, they failed
to see that the ‘death of painting’ had remained the myth that it had always been.
In contrast to Crimp’s obituary for the medium, American painting was
experiencing a resurrection by the late 1970s. After years of moribund creative practices,
this revival of painting highlights three concurrent resurgences in painting: the return to
figuration, the return to expressionism, and the return to history.52 In his 1986 survey of
the previous decade, curator Tony Godfrey located the primary impulses in this shift in
American art to be in the work of Philip Guston and Brice Marden.53 First, in 1970,
Guston began exhibiting his late work, such as City Limits (1969, fig. 41). Verifying two
of these trends, this mostly red painting of three Klansmen in a car showcases its own
expressionist brushstrokes. Additionally, art historian Robert Slifkin noted that Guston’s
‘badness circa 1970’ aesthetic contains a nostalgia for historicism that allowed
iconography and style to be the main indicators for artistic meaning, marking Guston’s
own return to history.54 By participating in all three of these conversations a decade
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before they became trends, Guston established himself as a forerunner for painting in the
1980s.
However, to participate in the revival of painting, an artist did not need to engage
in all three of these conversations. For instance, Brice Marden painted his Annunciation
series, a group of five hard-edge abstractions, including Meritatio (1978, fig. 42). Marden
painted each of the four canvases that constitute Meritatio a single color (teal, cream,
black, and gold) and placed them next to each other to create a contemplative color
scheme. Nominally, the Annunciation series refers to the emotional stages that the Virgin
Mary felt after the Annunciation: disquiet, reflection, inquiry, submission, and merit. 55
Creating Meritatio as an allusion to a traditional artistic subject matter places Marden
firmly in the revival of painting, through his return to history.
Similarly, Twombly’s oeuvre places him firmly as a forerunner to this new style
of painting. While Fifty Days at Iliam does participate in each of these trends of the
painting revival, the Chalkboard series shares many similarities, remarkable for its
creation a decade earlier. 56 Looking at one of the canvases from the Whitney exhibition,
Untitled (New York City) (fig. 36) elevates expressionist techniques to the extreme, as the
overlapping wax spirals showcase the artist’s automatic drawing. Additionally, by
drawing inspiration from Leonardo’s Deluge drawings, the Chalkboard series participated
in the return of history that was en vogue. While Twombly’s compositions had included
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the history of the Mediterranean region since his emigration in 1957, the New York art
world had slowly reconsidered its taste in subject matter. By pioneering this approach to
history, Twombly became a clear forerunner of this new painting style of the late 1970s.
Simultaneous with “The End of Painting,” early 1981 also featured the first major
international exhibition on this new style of painting: A New Spirit in Painting at The
Royal Academy in London. On view from January 15 to March 18, this museum show
was a collaborative effort by the curators Norman Rosenthal, Christos Joachimides, and
Nicholas Serota to showcase painting’s resilience and potential in the early 1980s through
the work of thirty-eight painters. As historian Irving Sandler summarized, this exhibition
“called for a reconsideration of the possibilities of painting and of figuration in painting,
of subjectivity, of sensuousness, of expressionism, and of the grand tradition of Western
painting.”57 The exhibition exposed how artists were bringing a self-styled grandeur back
to painting, in stark contrast to the stark paradigm that American Minimalism had
imposed on artistic practices.
In his reexamination of this exhibition, art historian Théo de Luca analyzed five
successful approaches to history as exemplified by German painters Georg Baselitz,
Anselm Kiefer, and Markus Lüpertz, in addition to the Americans Guston and
Twombly.58 Twombly’s contribution to the show were four drawings based on the works
of French painter Nicolas Poussin. Each of these drawings, like Bacchanalia: Winter (5
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Days in February) (1977, fig. 43), contain a reproduction of a Poussin drawing, an
interpretation of the work in oil and chalk, and the title and date scribbled in pencil. De
Luca described Twombly’s relationship to history in these works “as a direct
transformation of works of the past.”59 While the Bacchanalia drawings physically
include the Poussin with which each one converses, Twombly’s other works symbolically
transform the past as well, including Fifty Days at Iliam’s treatment of the Iliad and Nine
Discourses on Commodus’s ponderance of Roman antiquity. While Twombly’s oeuvre as
a whole mixed ancient themes and modern aesthetics, the Chalkboard series distilled the
ancient and the modern to their essences, disturbing how audiences experience both.
Out of the thirty-eight artists exhibited in A New Spirit in Painting, only eight
were American. As Sandler noted, there was a distinct overemphasis on the eleven
German painters in the exhibition, showcasing a European chauvinism towards the
American hegemony of modern art in the postwar period.60 Additionally, the different
generations of artists in the show underscored an ongoing artistic evolution in painting.
As British art historian Richard Cork observed, the exhibition displayed “how older
painters of different persuasions are working with a vitality and power which may, with
luck, help a future generation to bring about a rebirth comparable with the finest painting
of the painting.”61 Beginning with works by the posthumous Picasso, this exhibition
contained a critical mass of established American painters, including Twombly, Guston,
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and Marden, with the museum celebrating their aesthetic shifts in the late 1970s (the late
1960s for Guston). However, the exhibition’s focus on Neo-Expressionism were
primarily represented by the Germans: Baselitz, Kiefer, Lüpertz, A.R. Penck, Sigmar
Polke, and Gerhard Richter. In fact, the sole American showing this new style in London
was Julian Schnabel.
In the years following 1979, Schnabel’s career had skyrocketed. As a result, his
early support from Charles Saatchi served to increase the cultural capital of the public
relations mogul’s collection. Although Saatchi and his wife began collecting in 1969, the
early 1980s marked the moment when the Saatchis had “the greatest collection of art,”
spanning from Minimalism to this revival of painting and appropriative art. 62 When the
couple commissioned art critics to make the 1984 catalog Art of Our Time: The Saatchi
Collection, the publication highlighted 467 works by fifty-one artists. While the painters
they acquired the most were representative of 1980s Neo-Expressionism, they had
acquired thirteen of Twombly’s canvases, five of the Chalkboard series.63 While the
Saatchis were European, where critics had never reviled Twombly’s works, the critical
reevaluation of Twombly’s paintings in New York and the evolution of painting into a
more expressionist style created the conditions for Twombly’s paintings to have a place
in the Saatchi collection. With the Saatchi collection acting as an established artistic
canon of American and European art from the late 1960s to the early 1980s, Twombly’s
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incorporation into this collection marked the clear acceptance of Twombly’s oeuvre into
art history.
By the 1980s, Cy Twombly had ascended from the American-in-exile to a central
figure in Western modern art. The late 1970s, with the rise of Julian Schnabel as well as
the critical reception of his own Fifty Days at Iliam, fostered an environment that would
reevaluate his works. The 1979 exhibition Cy Twombly: Paintings and Drawings, 19541979 allowed New York to see his oeuvre as a whole, placing the Chalkboard series in
the context of his career. The early 1980s showcased this new understanding of
Twombly’s work, featuring his work in the exhibition A New Spirit in Painting and in the
Saatchi collection. 1981 also began the critical emphasis on Twombly’s influence on
younger generations. Art critic Rene Ricard was the first to name Twombly as a
significant stylistic source for a young American artist, writing “if Cy Twombly and Jean
Dubuffet had a baby and gave it up for adoption, it would be Jean-Michel [Basquiat].”64
Ricard’s claim placed Basquiat as an inheritor of Twombly’s elegance in his graffiti-like
form, harkening back to the Chalkboard series’s central role in Twombly’s legacy. While
not always cited outright, the success of the Chalkboard series allowed critics to view the
artist’s oeuvre on his terms, not rigid critical frameworks. In this context, the rise of
Twombly’s career during the 1970s, sparked by the Chalkboard series, directly led to his
acceptance as a modern master by prominent collectors and as a key influence for rising
artists.
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From Saatchi to de Menil:
Twombly’s Apotheosis in Cash and Concrete
Art collectors are pretty insignificant in the scheme of
things. What matters and survives is the art.
– Charles Saatchi1

Despite believing in the insignificance of the art collector, advertising mogul
Charles Saatchi created the best art collection of the late-twentieth century. From
Minimalist pieces of the 1960s to the Neo-Expressionist paintings of the 1980s, Saatchi
modeled his collection on artists from the 1960s deemed art historically important and
then bought what he believed to be the best artists of the early 1980s. However, by the
late 1980s, he decided to sell all the entire collection, including his thirteen canvases by
Twombly. Saatchi’s practice of dumping his collection at auction oversaturated the
market, lowering the prices for many artists, such as Julian Schnabel and Sandro Chia.
This decrease in monetary value often decreased the perceived value of the art itself,
ruining careers in the process. However, because there existed such an interest in
collecting Twombly’s Chalkboard series, the prices for his work skyrocketed to
historically high levels for a living artist. By reaching the highest tier of the contemporary
art market, Twombly attracted the patron necessary to cement his oeuvre in history.
For Twombly, the Saatchi sale came shortly after the Dia Art Foundation, a major
institutional collector of Twombly’s work, began to sell his paintings, as one solution to
its financial insolvency. The primary auction history of Twombly’s Chalkboard series
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Journalists and Readers (London: Booth-Clibborn Editions, 2012), 8.

67
stems from the Dia Art Foundation’s sale at Sotheby’s New York on November 5, 1985,
with Untitled (New York City) (1968, fig. 44) being sold for $253,000.2 The prices stayed
around this level, depending on size, remaining roughly constant for five additional
canvases. In May 1988, the math fundamentally changed when Untitled (New York City)
(1967, fig. 45) became the surprise hit at the Andy Warhol Estate auction at Sotheby’s
New York. Selling for $990,000 to Twombly’s gallerist Karsten Greve, the painting sold
for triple its low estimate and ranked among the most expensive items in Warhol’s
estate.3 Personal biases aside, the main fascination behind this work was that Warhol
owned it (as 1989 prices reverted back to the norm), but the fact that prices could be
pushed to this level showed that the market could support Twombly’s work at higher
prices.
May 1990 brought about a monumental Chalkboard piece, 118-1/8” x 183-7/8” in
size. Famed for his aggressive Wall Street practices and the contemporary art museum he
founded in France, Asher Edelman’s Untitled (Rome) (1971, fig. 46) had an aggressive
estimate of five to six million dollars, and it sold for $5,500,000. For a living artist at the
time, this was an incredibly high amount. Following the record-breaking $7 million sale
of Jasper John’s White Flag in November 1988, Twombly became only the seventh living
artist to reach an auction price above $5 million: Robert Rauschenberg, Francis Bacon,
Roy Lichtenstein, Frank Stella, Willem de Kooning, and Jasper Johns (again). Ignored by

2
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Rita Reif, “Pollock Work Brings a Record Price,” The New York Times, May 3, 1988, sec. Arts, 16.
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most of the New York art world for most of his career, this moment brought Twombly a
level of mainstream acceptance that his eccentric aesthetic had never gained before.
May 1990 also marked the beginning of Saatchi’s deaccessioning of his holdings
of the Chalkboard series. Out of his five canvases, he auctioned one in May 1990, one in
April 1991, and two in November 1991. 4 Selling seven lots after Edelman’s piece,
Saatchi’s smaller Untitled (New York City) (1968, fig. 10) sold to Twombly’s gallerist
Larry Gagosian for a more modest $3,850,000. Because of these high prices, Twombly’s
paintings had a slower descent due to Saatchi’s liquidation. Not until the Fall 1991
auction season do Twombly’s Chalkboard series go unsold at auction, with Saatchi’s own
Untitled (Rome) (1970, fig. 47) being returned to him after a failed auction. The
uncertainty regarding the Chalkboard series lingers throughout the decade; sometimes,
paintings fail to sell at auction, and other times, they sell for multi-million-dollar
amounts. The $5.5 million record lasted into the new millennium, finally being broken in
the Fall 2002 auction season.
However, as Twombly reached this peak of commercial success in the spring of
1990, a coincidence of timing meant his work could hold a broader appeal. In Houston,
Texas, the Menil Collection had just finished a major exhibition of Twombly’s work in
March 1990. Given the Menil Collection’s numerous Twombly pieces and its close
connection to the Dia Art Foundation, discussions began between the institutions and the
artist on the subject of a more permanent home for some of his works.5 In September

4
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1990, Winkler, Dominique de Menil, her daughter Fariha de Menil and son-in-law Heiner
Friedrich (the founders of Dia Art Foundation, but at this point, affiliated very loosely)
travel to Rome to meet Twombly and further these discussions. Within a day, Dominique
and Twombly agreed on the concept and began sketching plans. Although Twombly had
long known the family, the acclaim his work gathered just four months earlier had to
have been on everyone’s minds. With no indication of what Saatchi’s ongoing sale meant
for the future, the five of them planned a grand temple to Twombly’s oeuvre.
Therefore, as the market for Twombly’s work waivered throughout the 1990s, he
became more concerned with a concrete structure in the middle of Houston, Texas.
Opening on February 10, 1995, the Cy Twombly Gallery permanently summarizes his
career to that point. With the opening coinciding with the Menil Collection’s presentation
of Kirk Varnedoe’s exhibition Cy Twombly: A Retrospective on February 12th, this exact
moment had the largest single gathering of Twombly’s art that North America has ever
witnessed. While Varnedoe’s exhibition was temporary, the Cy Twombly Gallery exists
as a monument to this celebratory moment of his career.
Throughout this essay, Cy Twombly’s Chalkboard series have been firmly
established as the climax of his painting practice. Chapter One described the calamity of
his cycle Nine Discourses on Commodus and its ill-fated exhibition. While analyzing the
formalist schema that despised Twombly’s work, Michael Fried’s discussion of seriality
clearly shifts the paradigm of modern art from a singular object to the multiple object,
setting the stage for the Chalkboard series. Chapter Two examines the Chalkboard series
in extreme detail. From methods of production to formal analysis, the close scrutiny
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applied to the works here is a novel look at this challenging group. Chapter Three uses
the Chalkboard series as the launching pad for Twombly’s career trajectory. From the
Whitney mid-career retrospective to A New Spirit in Painting, the revival of painting
permitted Twombly’s acceptance into the canon of modern art and allowed younger
artists to gain inspiration from his work.
Looking to the future, this exploration of Cy Twombly’s career can serve as a
foundation for further art historical analysis of his paintings. Whether it be an in-depth
look into an aspect of the Chalkboard series or another maneuver away from the tendency
to treat Twombly as a solitary artistic genius, the growing level of experimentation in
research on Twombly’s oeuvre illustrates that much more exists to be said about this
elusive artist. As Twombly transforms from a contemporary figure to a historical one,
readings of his work might become more simplistic to fix him to a certain trend or
meaning. However, Twombly’s contradictions are at the heart of his artistic practice,
balancing the American and the European, the classical and the modern. A responsible
treatment of history would place these complexities at the crux of his aesthetic work.
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Figure 1. Cy Twombly, Untitled (New York City), 1968. Oil-based house paint and wax
crayon on canvas. 68” x 85”. San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco,
California. CRP.III.44
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Figure 2. Cy Twombly, Winter’s Passage: Luxor, 1985. Bronze, edition 1/4. 21-1/4” x
41-5/8” x 20-1/4”. The Menil Collection, Houston, Texas. CRS.I.76
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Figure 3. The architectural layout of the Cy Twombly Gallery in Houston, Texas. Cy
Twombly Foundation, ed. Julie Sylvester and Nicola Del Roscio, 2013, p. 218.
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Figure 4. Cy Twombly, Untitled (New York City), 1967. Oil-based house paint, wax
crayon, and lead pencil on canvas. 100-1/4” x 171-3/4”. The Menil Collection, Houston,
Texas. CRP.III.33

75
Figure 5. Cy Twombly, Untitled (Rome), 1970. Oil-based house paint and wax crayon on
canvas. 136” x 159-1/2”. The Menil Collection, Houston, Texas. CRP.III.112
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Figure 6. Cy Twombly, Untitled (Rome), 1971. Oil-based house paint and wax crayon on
canvas. 79-1/8” x 134-3/4”. The Menil Collection, Houston, Texas. CRP.III.132
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Figure 7. Cy Twombly, Bay of Naples, 1961. House paint, industrial paint, oil, crayon,
and graphite pencil. 95-1/4” x 117-5/8”. The Menil Collection, Houston, Texas.
CRP.II.13
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Figure 8. Cy Twombly, Analysis of the Rose as Sentimental Despair, Part III, 1985. Oilbased house paint, oil paint, and wax crayon on canvas mounted on wooden panel. 965/8” x 63-3/16”. The Menil Collection, Houston, Texas. CRP.IV.27iii
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Figure 9. Cy Twombly, Untitled (Rome), 1970. Oil-based house paint and wax crayon on
canvas. 61-3/4” x 74-3/4”. Private Collection. CRP.III.113
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Figure 10. Cy Twombly, Untitled (New York City), 1968. Oil-based house paint and wax
crayon on canvas. 68” x 90”. Private Collection. CRP.III.53
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Figure 11. Jackson Pollock, One: Number 31, 1950, 1950. Oil and enamel paint on
canvas. 106” x 209-5/8”. The Museum of Modern Art, New York, New York.
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Figure 12. Cy Twombly, Academy, 1955. Oil-based house paint, pencil, colored pencil,
and pastel on canvas. 75-1/4” x 94-7/8”. The Museum of Modern Art, New York, New
York. CRP.I.X
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Figure 13a. Cy Twombly, Nine Discourses on Commodus, 1963. Oil, wax crayon, and
graphite on canvas. 80-1/4” x 52-3/4”. Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, Bilbao, Spain.
CRP.II.156i
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Figure 13b. Cy Twombly, Nine Discourses on Commodus, 1963. Oil and graphite on
canvas. 80-1/4” x 52-1/2”. Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, Bilbao, Spain. CRP.II.156ii
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Figure 13c. Cy Twombly, Nine Discourses on Commodus, 1963. Oil, wax crayon, and
graphite on canvas. 80-1/4” x 52-3/4”. Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, Bilbao, Spain.
CRP.II.156iii
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Figure 13d. Cy Twombly, Nine Discourses on Commodus, 1963. Oil, wax crayon, and
graphite on canvas. 80-1/4” x 52-3/4”. Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, Bilbao, Spain.
CRP.II.156iv
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Figure 13e. Cy Twombly, Nine Discourses on Commodus, 1963. Oil, wax crayon, and
graphite on canvas. 80-1/2” x 52-3/4”. Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, Bilbao, Spain.
CRP.II.156v
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Figure 13f. Cy Twombly, Nine Discourses on Commodus, 1963. Oil, wax crayon, and
graphite on canvas. 80-1/4” x 52-3/4”. Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, Bilbao, Spain.
CRP.II.156vi
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Figure 13g. Cy Twombly, Nine Discourses on Commodus, 1963. Oil and graphite on
canvas. 80-1/4” x 52-3/4”. Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, Bilbao, Spain. CRP.II.156vii
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Figure 13h. Cy Twombly, Nine Discourses on Commodus, 1963. Oil, wax crayon, and
graphite on canvas. 80-1/4” x 52-3/4”. Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, Bilbao, Spain.
CRP.II.156viii
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Figure 13i. Cy Twombly, Nine Discourses on Commodus, 1963. Oil, wax crayon, and
graphite on canvas. 80-1/4” x 52-1/2”. Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, Bilbao, Spain.
CRP.II.156ix
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Figure 14. Cy Twombly, Garden of Sudden Delight to Hieronymus Bosch, 1960. Lead
pencil, oil paint, and wax crayon on canvas. 68-1/4” x 78-1/4”. Private Collection.
CRP.I.144
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Figure 15. Frank Stella, Charlotte Tokayer, 1963. Oil on canvas. 87-1/4” x 91-1/2”. San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco, California.
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Figure 16. Frank Stella, Henry Garden, 1963. Oil on canvas. 80” x 80”. Private
Collection.
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Figure 17. Cy Twombly, Untitled (Rome), 1966. Oil-based house paint and wax crayon
on canvas. 78-3/4” x 98”. Private Collection. CRP.III.1
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Figure 18. Cy Twombly, Untitled (New York City), 1967. Oil paint and wax crayon on
metal. 27-1/4” x 22”. Private Collection. CRP.III.36
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Figure 19. Cy Twombly, Untitled (New York City), 1967. Oil-based house paint and wax
crayon on canvas. 78-3/4” x 103-7/8”. Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven,
Connecticut. CRP.III.31
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Figure 20. Cy Twombly, Treatise on the Veil (Second Version), 1970. Oil-based house
paint and wax crayon on canvas. 118-1/8” x 393-5/8”. The Menil Collection, Houston,
Texas. CRP.III.97
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Figure 21. Eadward Muybridge, Woman Dancing (Fancy): Plate 187 from Animal
Locomotion (1887), 1884-86. Collotype on paper. 7-1/4” x 16-3/4”. The Museum of
Modern Art, New York, New York.
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Figure 22. Cy Twombly, Untitled (Rome), 1970. Oil-based house paint and wax crayon
on canvas. 78-7/8” x 95”. Private Collection. CRP.III.109
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Figure 23. Cy Twombly, Nini’s Painting, 1971. Oil-based house paint, wax crayon, and
lead pencil on canvas. 94-1/8” x 118-1/4”. The Menil Collection, Houston, Texas.
CRP.III.128
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Figure 24. Cy Twombly, Synopsis of a Battle, 1968. Oil-based house paint and wax
crayon on canvas. 78-1/2” x 102-1/4”. National Gallery of Art, Washington, District of
Columbia. CRP.III.57
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Figure 25. Illustration of the battle formation of the Battle of Issus. Major-General J.F.C.
Fuller, The Generalship of Alexander the Great, 1960, p. 158.
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Figure 26. Cy Twombly, Untitled (New York City), 1968. Oil-based house paint and wax
crayon on canvas. 68-1/8” x 85”. The Museum of Modern Art, New York, New York.
CRP.III.63
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Figure 27. Cy Twombly, Cnidian Venus, 1967. Oil-based house paint and wax crayon on
canvas. 82-1/8” x 50-1/4”. Private Collection. CRP.III.23
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Figure 28. Cy Twombly, Venus Anadyomene, 1962. Oil paint, wax crayon, and lead
pencil on canvas. 66-7/8” x 78-3/4”. Private Collection. CRP.II.63
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Figure 29. Cy Twombly, Untitled (Rome), 1970. Oil-based house paint, wax crayon, and
lead pencil on canvas. 61-1/2” x 75”. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, New
York. CRP.III.121
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Figure 30. Cy Twombly, Untitled, 1968. Collage: (reproduction of a study by Leonardo
da Vinci, five sheets of white book-printing paper, transparent adhesive tape), pencil. 36”
x 18”. Private Collection. DCR.IV.198
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Figure 31. Cy Twombly, Portrait of Paul Getty, 1967. Oil-based house paint, lead pencil,
and wax crayon on canvas. 58-7/8” x 49”. Private Collection. CRP.III.17
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Figure 32. Julian Schnabel, St. Sebastian, 1979. Oil and wax on canvas. 111” x 66”.
Museum of Modern Art, New York, New York.
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Figure 33. Julian Schnabel, Divan, 1978. Oil, plates, and bondo on wood. 96” x 96” x
12”. Private Collection.
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Figure 34. Cy Twombly, Fifty Days at Iliam: Shield of Achilles, 1978. Oil, oil crayon,
and graphite on canvas. 75-1/2” x 67”. Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania. CRP.IV.13i
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Figure 35. Cy Twombly, Fifty Days at Iliam: Shades of Achilles, Patroclus, and Hector,
1978. Oil, oil crayon, and graphite on canvas. 118-3/8” x 193”. Philadelphia Museum of
Art, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. CRP.IV.13vi
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Figure 36. Cy Twombly, Untitled (New York City), 1967. Oil-based house paint and wax
crayon on canvas. 78-3/4” x 103-7/8”. Collection Jasper Johns. CRP.III.35
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Figure 37. Cy Twombly, Veil of Orpheus, 1968. Oil-based house paint, lead pencil, and
wax crayon on canvas. 90-1/8” x 192”. Private Collection. CRP.III.72
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Figure 38. Cy Twombly, Untitled (New York City), 1968. Oil-based house paint and wax
crayon on canvas. 78” x 103”. Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, New
York. CRP.III.65
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Figure 39. Andy Warhol, Irving Blum, 1970. Acrylic and silkscreen enamel on canvas.
40” x 40”. Private Collection.
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Figure 40. Andy Warhol, Carolina Herrera, 1979. Acrylic and silkscreen enamel on
canvas. 40” x 40”. Private Collection.
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Figure 41. Philip Guston, City Limits, 1969. Oil on canvas. 77” x 103-1/4”. The Museum
of Modern Art, New York, New York.
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Figure 42. Brice Marden, Meritatio, 1978. Oil and beeswax on canvas. Four canvases,
each (left to right): two panels 84” x 32”, two panels 84” x 16”, overall: 84” x 96”.
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond, Virginia.
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Figure 43. Cy Twombly, Bacchanalia: Winter (5 Days in February), 1977. Collage, oil,
chalk, pencil, transparent tape, and gouache on Fabriano paper. 40-1/4” x 19-3/4”.
Brandhorst Museum, Munich, Germany. DCR.VI.227

122
Figure 44. Cy Twombly, Untitled (New York City), 1968. Oil-based house paint and wax
crayon on canvas. 79-1/8” x 100-7/8”. Private Collection. CRP.III.68
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Figure 45. Cy Twombly, Untitled (New York City), 1967. Oil-based house paint and wax
crayon on canvas. 79” x 104”. Private Collection. CRP.III.34
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Figure 46. Cy Twombly, Untitled (Rome), 1971. Oil-based house paint and wax crayon
on canvas. 118-1/8” x 183-7/8”. Private Collection. CRP.III.131
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Figure 47. Cy Twombly, Untitled (Rome), 1970. Oil-based house paint and wax crayon
on canvas. 61” x 76-3/4”. Private Collection, Houston, Texas. CRP.III.114
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